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Honor Binds Me 


"Han?" Princess Leia Organa stood 
somewhat uncertainly in the door of his 
room. 


He smiled wryly and put the weapon 
he'd been checking on the small pile of 
personal belongings on the night stand. 
He held out his hand. "You should have 
known I'd be back, Your Worship." Yes, 
I always knew I'd have to come back. 


She bit her lip, but whether over 
anger or some other, deeper emotion, 
he did not know. "Damn it, Solo, 
you--" 


He nodded. "I know. I do make 
it difficult at times." But not as 
difficult as you do, my love. How 


can JT-- 


Leia gave a choked gasp of 
laughter and ran across to throw her- 
self into Han's waiting arms. "It's 
been three months since they broke 
you out of carbon-freeze, Han. Three 
months. I--" She buried her face in 
his shoulder, but he could still hear 
her next words. "I thought you weren't 
coming back." 


His arms tightened around her. "I 
had to." He'd always known they 
wouldn't let him not. It wasn't that 
easy. "There're--one or two things 
I've got to take care of." He stroked 
her dark hair. "Is Luke around?" 


She nodded. "He cut his recon 
flight short as soon as he heard you'd 
been brought into base. In fact, he 
should be here any minute now.” 


Damn. Damn kid always was too im- 
patient. But he'd put this off, and 
put it off, and now-- Now it's got to 
be done. But done carefully, without 
hurting either Luke or Leia more than 
absolutely necessary. No, the one it 


would hurt would be Han Solo. 


Leia lifted her head. "What about 
Jabba, Han? Will he still be--" 


Han twined his fingers in her hair 
and drew her head back to look into her 
eyes. To his surprise, tears gleamed 
there. He traced a gentle finger down 
the curve of her cheek and forced a 
smile. "I don't have to worry about 
Jabba any more than I ever did." He 
hesitated, then bent to kiss her. 


"Han!" An excited call from the 
hallway interrupted them. "Han? Where--" 


Han raised his head and a vague 
shadow of regret touched his face. "In 
here, Luke," he called. "With Leia." 
Leia snuggled more closely into his arms, 
glanced up at him lovingly. Han kissed 
her again, deeply, as though he'd never 
get his fill of her and wanted to drain 
her strength. You're too strong, my 
Leia. You and Luke both, damn the pair 


of you. 


He looked up to see Luke standing 
in the doorway, his smile brightening 
the antiseptic quarters. "Well, c'mon 
in, junior. No need to stand there 
pretending to be polite." 


Now it was Luke who ran across to 
him. "Damn it, Solo, you give us a scare 
like that again and I'll--" 


Holding tightly to Leia with one arn, 
Han gathered Luke into a quick hug with 
the other. “You'll what, kid? Fire me?" 


"Damn right," Luke retorted, stepping 
back with a grin. He surveyed Han and 
Leia a moment, then added, "Uh, maybe I 
should come back later, okay?" 


"Yeah." Han ruffled Luke's hair. 
"Yeah, you do that, kid." 


Looking a bit embarrassed, Luke 
grinned and turned toward the door. 
His eyes never leaving Luke, Han 
pulled Leia's head against his 
shoulder. He reached to the night 
Stand. Proving time, Solo. You're 
supposed to be the best... 


The shot killed Luke without 
giving him a chance to sense the 
danger, the treachery afoot. At 
the sound, Leia stirred under Han's 
grip. "Han, what--" 


He did not let her turn. "I 
love you, Leia," he said and fired 
again. She died almost before she 
knew something was wrong. 


Commander Hankharan Soloscinska, 
leader of the Lord Darth Vader's 
crack espionage and infiltration 
team, stood silently, holding Leia's 
body. After a moment he laid her on 
the bed, kissed her forehead. TI do 
love you, my Leia. But I was warned. 
“Never get involved--" Well, I broke 
the rules, and I knew what I was 
doing. . 


He thought of the pain, the tor- 
ment he'd suffered to reach the spot 
he now stood in. He, the ultimate 
Sleeper agent, had willingly embraced 
the fate of all good sleepers; he had 
become what he was only pretending to 
be. And even his emotional involvement 
had worked to Vader's benefit when he 
underwent the grid-scan and the carbon- 
freeze, and his very real pain called 
out to Luke Skywalker. 


He sighed and stepped over to Luke's 
body. Damn you, Luke Skywalker, why 
couldn't you accept the universe when 
he offered it to you? He knelt, and 
smoothed Luke's hair. "Stupid kid," 
he said angrily. "You and your damned 
honor." 


Well, honor bound him, too. And 
he'd given his pledge to his liege 
lord long before he'd met his princess 
and his friend. His loyalties had been 
torn these past three years, but he'd 


always known that his sworn word must be 
kept, no matter what the cost. It had 
been merely a question of time... 


He looked back at Leia, lying peace- 
fully on the bed. Peace for you at last. 
Well, at least I could give you that, my 
love. In all honor-- 


In all honor it had come down to 
this: the three of them, going down 
into the dark together. Han raised the 
weapon to his temple and fired for the 
last time. 





Rae 


Perchance to Dream 


North Africa: 1936 


Experimentally, Indiana twisted 
his hands, testing the limits of the 
rope lashing him to the post. He was 
bound tightly, and the rough hemp 
fibers bit into his skin as he pulled 
against the rope. He gave it one 
more tug. Nothing. He supposed he 
had been in tougher straits before-- 
but it was difficult to remember when. 


"Marion!" His low-pitched voice 
barely reached the girl tied back-to- 
back with him. 


She shifted slightly, and brought 
her head around to the side. "Indy?" 


"You all right?" 


She hesitated in answering, almost 
as though taking stock of her bruises, 
then said, "I've been worse off. If 
we get out of this, I think I'll live." 


Despite the danger surrounding them 
on all sides, he grinned. Marion could 
take anything life threw at her, and 
still come back for more. “Are your 
ropes any looser than mine? I can't 
get any slack at all." 7 


He felt her straining at her bonds. 
Finally she sank back against the post, 
dejected. "No luck. They've got us 
trussed like--" Like pigs for the 
slaughter. Silently, he finished her 
sentence. Her voice almost breaking 
under the forced nonchalance, she con- 
tinued, "Couldn't you be something use- 
ful, like an escape artist? What do I 
need with an archeologist right now?" 


He started to point out that, if he 
weren't an archeologist, they'd never 
have found the Ark, then decided that, 
under the circumstances, that wouldn't 
be a politic remark. "Believe me, 


Marion, I'll work on my escapes for the 
next time. Meanwhile, let's concentrate 
on getting out of here." 


"Right." Her voice was unbelievably 
expressive. 


He tried to respond in kind, to rally 
her spirits until one or the other of 
them could think of an escape plan. The 
presence of the Nazi soldiers made that 
difficult, and they could only talk with 
extreme caution. 


A movement on the altar to the front 
of the rock outcropping caught his at- 
tention. They were bringing up the Ark. 
Belloq strode forward and recited the 
ancient Aramaic words of power. He 
Stood tall and impressive in the robes 
and the trappings of an ancient priest 
of the Hebrews, but Indiana doubted if 
the robes and the words, without the 
priestly heritage, would be enough to 
control the Ark. 


The Frenchman nodded to the soldiers 
who had borne the Ark on their shoulders. 
They stepped forward, lifted the lid 
from the Ark, set it aside, and stepped 
back into place. Eagerly, Bellogq : 
dipped into the Ark, brought out a hand- 
ful of-- 


"Sand!" Colonel Dietrich's word 
had the force of a curse. The sand 
dripped through Belloq's hands, counting 
out the pattern of his days. Behind 
Belloq, Toht's maniacal, malicious 
giggling marked the end of Belloq's 
dreams. The Ark. which had been his 
idol no less than Abner's or Indiana's, 
had betrayed them all. Sand. 


Belloq looked out across the audi- 
torium carved from the rock. The high- 
intensity lamps set up for the Nazi 
documentary cameras would have blinded 
him to anything beyond their circum- 


ference. Nevertheless, for one second, 
jt seemed to Indiana that René could 
see past their glare to where he was 
tied to the post. 


Indiana? Almost, Indiana swore, 
he could hear René in his mind. Time 
has cheated us, my friend. History will 
not speak to us. It was all in vain. 
We shall not-- There was a humming from 
the Ark. A cold wind licked across 
Indiana's face, and his skin contracted 
in response. The humming swelled to 
a garbled whisper that hinted of other 
times, of other places. 


"A radio-transmitter for speaking 
to God," René had said. If that were 
so, and if the Ark had been storing 
power during the centuries since its 
loss, and if that power were now being 
released-- Indiana tested his ropes 
again. The legends were adamant; the 
Ark endangered all who came in contact 
with it. Was there anything in those 
legends that would safeguard him and 
Marion? 


The lights short-circuited as René's 
‘'radio-transmitter' functioned. Along 
with the bitter stink of ozone, Indiana 
smelled danger in the air. There had 
to be something, no matter how remote, 
that would save them. Legends. Myths 
and legends. The Bible. It had been 
disturbingly right about the Ark of the 
Covenant. Could there be something 
else-- “And the face of the Lord so 
blinded them that--" It might not be 
right from the Bible, but it was close 


enough. And worth a try! 
"Marion, don't look! Close your 
eyes, Marion, don't look!" Would she 


understand the need for his order? He 
shut his eyes tightly, hoped she was 
doing the same. The whispers inten- 
sified, and once more Indiana felt a 
coolness stirring past him. 


"It's beautiful," Rene said exul- 
tantly. Indiana fought the temptation 
to look. René had been right. They 
were too much alike, with the same 
passionate devotion to the bitch goddess 





who was History. And that it was René, 
when all was said and done, René, his 
shadow nemesis, who explored the secret 
of the Ark, was somehow worse than any- 
thing else that had happened, or could 
happen, to him. 


Even without opening his eyes, 
Indiana knew where the Ark was. He saw 
it on the altar. It was limned against 
the inside of his lids, glowing gold 
and shining and welcoming. “You want to 
know what's in here just as well as I." 
Indiana turned his face toward the Ark, 
started to open his eyes... 


Heat flared up around him. He heard 
screams of the most ultimate horror, 
smelled the sickly sweet stench of burned 
flesh. Pain flickered at his nerve 
endings; it was so intense he could only 
strain against his bonds and add his own 
screams to the cacophony. Marion, too, 
was in agony, and he could do nothing 
to ease her pain, could not even take 
jt upon himself. 


The pain and the terror lasted for- 
ever. His screams scraped his throat 
raw and his blood mingled with the 
sweat that dripped from his hands. His 
agony crescendoed to an unbearable 
pitch, and still he fought the tempta- 
tion to open his eyes.. . 


Indiana! It is beauty beyond belief. 
It is all we have spent our lives 
seeki It ts-- He was aware of a 
split second of total, unearthly beauty 
sO intense that he felt he must burst 
beyond the bonds of humanity to encom- 
pass it. Then it flared out, and he 
was left with the yearning aftertaste 
in his mind. 


The screams, the wind, the flames 
licking at his boots, the pain. Between 
one second the next all stopped. In the 
sudden silence, a cricket chirped. | 
Warily, Indiana opened his eyes. The 
rope came away in ashes in his hand. 
Fearfully, he turned and saw Marion 
opening her eyes. He drew her into his 
arms. Tears disappeared in the sweat 
still pouring down his face. He held 


mA 


her tightly, unable to say anything, 
unable to express his love and his joy, 
but knowing that she knew, without his 
having to say the words, what his 
Silence meant. 


Hand in hand, they turned and looked 
at the Ark. And in all that huge place 
there was only Indiana, and Marion, and 
the Ark. 


The Ark...and something of René, 
that moved within the depths of Indiana's 
mind. 


Connecticut: 1939 


He woke fighting again, screaming 
and gasping for breath, sitting up and 
flailing out in all directions at an 
enemy only he could see. Within seconds, 
Marion was awake and across the path of 
bare floor to join him. She crawled 
onto his bed and knelt at his side. 

His skin was clammy, his heart beating 
so loudly he thought it would break 
through his chest. 


"The dream?" Marion brushed his 
hair back from his forehead. He drew 
a shuddering breath and nodded. The 
dream. The Ark, anc René. Waiting, 
biding their time, waiting... 


"Oh, Indy." She sank back on her 
heels and looked at him despairingly. 
“How much longer? This is what, the 
third time this month? And it's 
getting worse, don't tell me it's not." 
She ran her hand over his chest, held 
it out; beads of sweat dripped from 
her fingers. "Look at you, you're a 
god-damned nervous wreck." 


Although it was only early June, 
a heat-wave held the entire upper 
Atlantic seaboard in its fierce grip. 
The white organdy curtains at the 
windows, freshly laundered and starched 
two days ago, hung limply. The air was 
close, humid; more like August than 
June. Except for the humidity, more 
like Tanis than Marshall. Despite the 


heat, despite the sweat streaming down 
his body, Indiana shivered at the 
comparison, shivered at a remembered 
lick of wind. 


Awkwardly, Marion stretched across 
him to hook his bathrobe from the chair 
at the side of his bed. She shook out 
the robe. "Here, put this on." 


Shivering once more, he allowed her 
to slid his hands into the robe. She 
bent to fasten the belt, but he took 
the ties from her hands. She looked up 
questioningly, and he shook his head. 
"I can do it, Marion. I'm not that bad 
off. Not yet, at any rate." He tried 
to grin and failed. 


Shoving the thin summer blankets off 
the bed, he swung his legs over the side. 
He pulled the robe closed and tied the 
belt with a single loop; then stretched 
tall, grimacing as he twisted. "It's 
the heat," he said, knowing she would 
not believe him. "The heat." 


Marion studied him. "That's not 
what's wrong and you know it." 


Turning his back on her, he walked 
to the French doors, open to the airless 
evening and stared out at the rose 
garden. ‘And I suppose you know what's 
wrong?" he snapped. He regretted it 
immediately. She must have been putting 
up with a lot from him lately, since 
these damn dreams had started. 


"No," she said, her voice still calm 
and not showing any anger at his brusk- 
ness. "But I do know you can't go on 
like this. Your classes are suffering. 
You're so absent-minded lately you're a 
damned stereotype. You--" 


He hunched his shoulders against her 
words. "Heat. And overwork." 


It was only now, as he continued to 
deny any problem, that Marion grew 
angry with him. "Right," she snapped. 
“Heat and overwork. You, the one who 
can go for weeks on end under any kind 
of field conditions, from jungle to 








desert to mountain glacier, and do it 
with less than no sleep and still have 
enough energy for anything that needs 
doing, you're falling apart just 
because the Dean's had you fill in 

for Marcus's intro classes this month." 


Damn! Why wouldn't she understand? 
They'd never had this trouble communi- 
cating before. "It's a different kind 
of work." 


She sighed. "The same dream, Indy?" 


For a moment, he did not answer. 
He stared sightlessly into the garden, 
his eyes wide as he remembered the 
strange sense of ecstacy and horror 
that permeated his dream. The Ark, 
shining so brightly, and René, 
beckoning him on... Indiana shuddered, 
and his hands went out to the door 
frame. He gripped the wood so tightly 
his knuckles whitened and the veins on 
the back of his large hands popped 
out. His eyes were almost black with 
Suppressed emotion. 


"Yes," he said at last, "it was 
the same dream. It started with the 
Ark, and René, and then there was the 
hunger, and it was cold and black and 
more lonely than anything I've ever 
felt before. I was lost, and afraid 
I'd never find my way back to you." 


He stared out at the night-greyed 
roses. Their heavy perfume drifted 
back to him, tickling his nose, making 
him want to sneeze. Strange, if he 
were to develop a rose allergy at his 
age. "The trouble is, each time I 
dream, I find it harder and harder to 
wake up." He gave a short, uncom- 
fortable bark of laughter. "Qne more 
of these damn nightmares, and I'll be 
afraid to close my eyes." 


"And you can stand there and tell 
me you're all right?" Marion's voice 
sounded incredulous. "Jones, you're 
out of your skull!" 


He shoved his fists into the 
pockets of his robe and glared out at 


the garden. Why couldn't she understand 
what he was going through? They'd 
always been so close, before. 


"Marion, I--" The dizzy spell hit 
him unexpectedly. Too weak to fight it 
off successfully, he threw an unsteady 
hand out to support himself and clutched 
to the doorjamb as though to a lifeline. 
He shook his head and tried to regain 
his senses, but the garden, the summer 
night, Marion, all were swallowed in a 
tidal wave of black pain... 


The weakness passed quickly, and he 
tan an approving glance over familiar 
surroundings. Outside the window, 
silver-green leaves glistened in the 
moonlight. A cool breeze, bearing the 
sweet smell of a nearly ripened grape 
harvest, drifted in through the open 


window. 


He smiled on the vines. “Tout vient 
a qui sait attendre, mon ami,” he whis- 
pered. "A corps perdu." 


He stared out at the night-shadowed 
land of his ancestors a few seconds 
longer, then closed the windows and ad- 
justed the damask draperies to keep out 
the autumn chill. Tomorrow, he thought, 
tomorrow he would-- , 


"Indy! Indiana!" A sharp pain in 
his right arm distracted him, kept his 
thoughts from completion. He spun on 
the woman who had disturbed him, reeled 
and threw a hand out for support as the 


dizziness struck again. Where... 


Slowly, he surfaced to reality. 
"Marion?" He lifted a shaking hand to 
his forehead. He was as weak as though 
he'd been running in a marathon race, 
as soaked as though he had jumped into 
the tub fully clothed. He looked down 


into Marion's storm-grey eyes. Concern 
and stark fear looked back at him. 
"What's wrong?" 


"What's wrong? You go off spouting 
half-cocked slogans in French, for all 
the world like the reincarnation of--" 
She still held his right arm in a death 
grip. Quickly, he stopped her mouth 
with his left hand. He couldn't let 
her finish that sentence, couldn't let 
her make the impossible more real. 


She stared at him silently for 
several seconds, never loosing her 
hold on his arm. Gently, he disen- 
gaged her hand. "Leave the skin, 
honey, okay? I'm not about to walk 
out on you again." He rubbed the arm. 
The bullet wound he'd received in 
Egypt three years ago still twinged 
him in humid weather like this, and 
her rough handling of him brought the 
pain into sharp focus. 


She stared at him as though he had 
suddenly sprouted two heads. "I gather 
you just had another of your ‘dizzy 


spells?'" He nodded. "What do you 
remember?" 
He frowned. The last few minutes 


were remarkably blank. "I was standing 
here looking out at the rose bushes and 
talking to you. I remember saying 
something about those damned nightmares, 
and how tiring they are." He stretched, 
a movement that he turned into an almost 
Gallic shrug. "Actually, it's the 
other way around. I'm so exhausted, 
running a double shift this term, I 
can't sleep right." He took her hand 
in his. "Watch. When Marcus gets back 
from Washington, and I'm not so over- 
worked, the nightmare'll stop." 


Deliberately, he wiped from his 
memory her comment about his speaking 
French during his blackout. Down that 
path lay a madness he did not want to 
contemplate. He squeezed her hand 
reassuringly, then rubbed the back of 
his neck, twisting it in an effort to 
knead out the stiffness. The yawn that 
overtook him refused to be subdued. "I 


think I can sleep now." He glanced at 
the alarm clock on his nightstand. 
Three o'clock. "My eight o'clock class 
will be here all too soon." He cupped 
her face and dropped a gentle kiss on 
her forehead. "Coming?" 


Standing tiptoe, Marion kissed his 
lips. "You get some sleep. I've got 
a couple of things I want to think out." 


He ruffled her hair. "Like whether 
to keep your crackpot husband?" 


She grabbed his hand, brought it to 
her lips. “Something like that." 


He looked at her quizzically, won- 
dering if she meant it. He was sure 
that he'd been more and more difficult 
to live with since this nightmare had 
him in its grip, and he never had been 
sure of her, not since Egypt--and René. 
But when he jealously lashed out at her 
in the Well of Souls about her relation- 
Ship with the Frenchman, he had not 
known that she and René were old--friends. 


He traced the smooth line of her 
cheek, remembering her words aboard the 
Bantu Wind: "It was in Algeria, and I 
was seventeen. He was thirty-one, only 
one year older than you would have been, 
Indy. And there was so much about him 
that reminded me of you. Except for 
two things. He would stay. And he 
wanted me to stay with him. I think 
he'd even have married me. And you know 
something, Indy? I would have, if 
Abner hadn't gotten it into his head to 
go kiting off to: China, dragging me 
along with him." She had smiled bitter- 
ly. "Do you suppose my father knew he 
cost me the only two men I'd ever even 
come close to loving?" 


But this was the part of their 
marriage he had always had to live with. 
It was the part he always found most 
ironic: that all their friends and ac- 
quaintences should think he might walk 
out at any moment, called by God-alone 
knew what siren from the past, while 
all along she was the one... 





"All right, hon," he said, "see you 
tomorrow. " 


She nodded. 
he shrugged out of his robe. He flopped 
onto the mattress and was asleep before 
his head hit the pillow. 


Marion listened to Indiana's breath- 
ing; the gentle stirring reassured her 
he would sleep undisturbed until the 
alarm went off. She pulled on a lacy 
peignor--a gift from Indiana, who 
never could understand that she pre- 
ferred man-tailored pajamas--and slipped 


into the garden through the French doors. 


There was no moon. In the dim 
light cast by the streetlamps, the paved 
garden path was a darker patch of dark- 
ness cutting through the night and the 
rose bushes. Marion stumbled along the 
path, finding the stone bench at the 
far end of the garden by tripping over 
it. She cursed roundly, in language 
that would blister the ears of the 
ladies in the Faculty Wives' Club. 


Rubbing her shin angrily, she 
dropped onto the seat. As her eyes 
adjusted to the darkness, she made 
out Indiana's favorite hybrids nestling 
leaf-close to her own favorite climbers. 
The bushes were green-black, their 
floral burdens a lighter shade of grey. 
They reached skyward, trapping the 
light and the darkness on their thorned 
branches. 


Marion sighed. Drawing her legs 
up under her, she twisted around to 
rest her elbows on the back on the 
bench, and her shin on her palms. 
What was wrong with Indy? More to the 
point, what the hell could she do about 
it? 


Idly, she traced the design on the 
back of the bench. Backward, turn back- 
ward, O Time, in thy flight. She knew 
the line by heart. Had, with Indiana, 


Turning back to his bed, 


11 


laughed about it in the sunlight. It 
had never been one of her favorite 
Sayings--she preferred facing the 
future to calling back the past--but 
tonight it somehow seemed ominous, 
Forboding. She shivered, and directed 


her thoughts back to her husband. 


Indiana's nightmares were more 
frequent now, and by his own admission 
were deeper and more difficult to break. 
Worse, his waking behavior was also dis- 
integrating. He sometimes seemed lost, 
so deeply engrossed in a memory that it 
reached forward to catch him in the 
present. He'd begun to talk to himself, 
too...and would not remember doing so. 

Tonight had been no exception. Her 
French, picked up haphazardly in 
Algeria when she was on excavation with 
her father, was both rusty and idiomatic, 
but it was good enough that she could 
interpret Indiana's comment as he had 
stared out at their night-darkened gar- 
den tonight. 


She repeated his words to herself. 
"Tout vient a qui sait attendre, mon 
ami. Everything comes to him who waits, 
my friend." Frightening in and of it- 
self, since Indiana did not think in 
French, but then there was that final 
phrase, the phrase that made a mockery 
of these words: "A corps perdu," he 
had said. "“Recklessly, desperately." 
What kind of patient spider-waiting was 
jt that could be so desperate? 


The sharp black outlines of the 
rose leaves never moved against the 
lighter patch of darkness that was 
their home--theirs, hers and Indiana's 
--yet Marion shivered as a nonexistent 
wind chilled her. She hugged herself 
close. Not even to herself did she 
dare repeat the literal translation of 
Indiana's words: "A corps perdu. Un- 
til the loss of the body." 


The night brought no new knowledge, 
and with the coming of dawn she slipped 
back into the house. Indiana had 
shifted his position and lay on his 
back, his breath coming from his mouth 


in soft whistling puffs that reassured 
her the dreams had not returned to 
haunt him. 


Tidily, like a cat il]-at-ease in 
a new location, she tucked herself 
into her bed. She lay facing Indiana, 
and the peaceful rise and fall of his 
chest was the last thing she saw be- 
fore sleep claimed her. 


Indiana drove out to the train 
station to pick up Marcus when, two 
weeks later, the older man returned 
from Washington. Rather than going 
straight back to the college, they 
stopped off at the Sans Pareil, a 
French restaurant that had only recent- 
ly opened on the outskirts of town. 


Marcus's news was bad. The world 
was poised on the edge of war and 
archeology was, politically, a dead 
issue. 


"The funding isn't available, Indy. 
Marcus toyed with his salad as he con- 
templated the collapse of the univer- 
Sity's acquisitions program. Choosing 
a slice of mushroom as carefully as he 
would choose an artifact for the museum, 
he frowned thoughtfully. "The Germans 
are looting half the museums and 
cathedrals of Europe. If they turn 
their attention to archeological 
Sites--" 


Indiana snorted. "Barbarians. 
They'1l] cart home anything gold, silver, 
or jewel-encrusted to swell the Nazi 
coffers, while they consign every 
valuable find to the nearest midden." 
He pulled a small statue from his 
pocket and set it on the table between 
himself and Marcus. He nodded toward 
the neolithic fertility goddess; he'd 
just completed a lecture on her time 
period and had not yet returned the 
statue to the museum. "They'd even 
mark her off as a minor find--if they 
gave her a second glance, that is." 
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Marcus put his fork down and picked 
up the statue. Ugly by modern standards, 
roughly formed, the goddess's squat body 
with its many bulbous paps exuded raw 
power. He hefted the statue carefully, 
turning it this way and that in his hands. 
"It's not only the Germans who are . 
'parbarians', Indy. Senator Waxman was 
unmoved by the news that Wehrmacht : 
forces will occupy France before many 
more months are out, and that relics 
such as this will be lost forever." He 
handed the statue, the oldest such find 
ever taken from the Saar Valley, back to 
Indiana. 


Indiana ran his thumb across the 
time-etched face of the goddess. "Is 
there any chance the Germans will be 
stopped, Marcus?" He did not look at 
the other man. For some reason, Marcus's 
answer assumed an unprecedented impor- 
tance to him. 


Marcus shook his head. "None. 
Woodruff's had the Political Science ox 
Department working for the past two 
years, setting up forecasts. In their a 
most optimistic scenario, it'll be one, * 
maybe two more years before the Nazis 
control most of Europe and then spread 
down to North Africa." 


"Algeria?" Indiana gripped the idol 
tightly as a red-tinged blackness swept 
over him. "No, they cannot..." 


The sun beat down heavily on the 
ripened harvest. fFltes swarmed thickly, 
drawn by the sweetness of the crop. An 
old man, still erect despite the inroads 
of time, paced from one end of the vine- 
yard to the other, judging, as he had A 
judged for nearly three-quarters of a : 
century, the ripeness of the harvest. 
At his side, taking two steps for every 
one of the old man's, rana small boy. 
As they paced the vineyard, the old man 
and the young boy, dust, scuffed from 
the ground at their footsteps, danced 
suspended in the air and layered the 
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grapes. 


A shout from the direction of the 
chateau pulled the old man's attention 


from the fruit of the vine. “René.” 
He shook the boy's shoulder. "Go see 


what your grandmother wants." 
"But Grandfather--" 


The old man smiled at him. "Now, 
Rene. The land will still be here when 
you return.” He turned, looked out at 
the harvest. "The land will always be 
here, my child.” 


The blackness lifted slowly, and 
Marcus's worried face swam into view. 
Still trapped in a strange halfway 
world of false memory and dream, Indiana 
whispered harshly, "Sacré les Boches!" 
His face was frozen in cold fury. 

Marcus frowned. "Indy?" 

Indiana blinked. The dream was 
Slow to leave this time, and for a 


moment it seemed that he saw his friend's 


face and the restaurant walls through 
etched glass. Superimposed on the 
familiar shapes and realities of the 
here-and-now were other faces, another 
place, another time. He shivered. It 
had been so very, very real. A tac- 
tile memory in which he could feel the 
heat on his head, could hear the humming 
of the swarming insects, could smell the 
dry dust and the sweet grapes. 
A very vivid memory. Except that he had 
never been a small boy in Algeria. 


Taking a deep breath, Indiana 
brought the restaurant, brought the 
present, back into focus. He could not 
have Marcus worried about him; if he and 
Marion were to get together, compare 
notes... Dropping the idol back into 
his pocket, Indiana said, "We've done 
without Waxman and his appropriations 
committee before, Marcus, we'll do so 
again." He leaned across the table and 


A memory. 


"celebrate," he said. 


gently punched the other man's arm. 

"Did I tell you how glad I am you're 
back? One more early morning class, and 
--well, welcome back, anyway." 


Marcus tilted his head to one side. 
"Problems?" 


Indiana laughed shortly and looked 
away. "Of course not, Marcus. No 


problems a good night's sleep won't cure." 


He darted a quick look to Marcus, then 
looked away again. "And with you taking 
over your classes once more, that 
shouldn't take too long." 


Marcus studied him carefully, but 
seemed content to let the subject be 
changed. "How's Marion? I was hoping 
she'd join us for lunch." 


Indiana shook his head. "She wanted 
to, but the Adviser's Club had her roped 
in to chaperone one of the senior class 
field trips. They wanted me to go along, 
too, but with your train due in at ten, 

I didn't have the time." He hesitated, 
then added, "Marion wants to know if 
you'll come by tonight for dinner, 
though?" 

Marcus smiled. "Well, of course, 
Indy. Thank her for the invitation, will 
you?" Picking up his fork once more, he 
speared an olive. Indiana regarded him 
thoughtfully, then summoned a waiter to 
their table with a quick flick of his 
wrist. Marcus looked up from his salad 
and Indiana grinned. "No sense cele- 
brating your homecoming if we don't 
The waiter posed 
attentively, and Indiana reeled off an 
order for a bottle of imported champagne. 


Marcus whistled soundlessly. 
champagne, Indy? And such a superb 
vintage? I thought you preferred 
American wines? You keep telling me you 
actually like the foxy flavor of the 
native grapes. . 


"French 





Indiana frowned. Marcus was right. 
He did prefer the American wines. 
Didn't he? It seemed he remembered-- 
He shook his head, trying to clear it of 


ghostly afterthoughts and false 
memories. "Ah, but you prefer French 
wine, Marcus. And this is your party. 
A fine host I'd be, serving you what 

I like.” 


Before Marcus could reply, the 
waiter delivered the chilled bottle 
and broached the cork with a satis- 
factory flourish and pop. Pouring two 
glasses, Indiana handed one to Marcus. 
He held his own glass up to the light. 
The pale amber champagne seemed to 
glow with its own effervesence. 
Indiana inhaled deeply. The bouquet 
invoked memories of summer days now 
past. 


Marcus offered a toast. "Let's 
hope we always have something worth 
celebrating, Indy. With war on the 
horizon--" 


"Ah, Mssr. Bellog. Let us drink 


a toast to our victory over the Ark.” 


Anger at the insensitive cretins 
who understood nothing of the power 
they had wrested from the ages, the 
power that might still be taken from 
them, surged through him and he turned 
angrily from the German colonel. “When 
we are very far away from here,” he 
snapped. “And not with you,” he added 
uncer his breath. 


He would know when it was the right 
time to celebrate his victory over the 
Ark. He only knew it was not yet; 
there was so very much that might go 


Wrong - 
The right time... 


".-I'm afraid our future is clouded, 
Indy." 


this time? 


Indiana held his glass up. "To old 
friends," he toasted, “and to new vic- 
tories." 


Several hours later, Indiana stared 
out the classroom window at the quad- 
rangle fronting Huntley Hall. The un- 
remitting heat had burned off most of 
the lawn, and the trees lining the campus 
walks sported i11l-formed and straggly 
greenery. 


But it was not the heat-wave, nor yet 
its effects on the campus, that interested 
Indiana. 


Nor was his attention on the young 
man giving a report on modern archeol- 
ogical methods. Within the first ten 
minutes of the student's oral report, 
Indiana had known he would give the 
young man a C: although he cited 
Fogelmann, Zucher, and Jones, half of 
his information was already out of date, 
and most of the rest was common campus 
gossip. 


Such a routine report had one advan- 
tage: it freed Indiana's mind so he 
could consider the problem facing him. 
And that problem, he had reluctantly 
concluded after today's lunch with Marcus, 
was neither natural, nor the result of 
overwork. He had two options. He was 
going crazy, or he was the victim of 
some force outside himself--something 
occult? 


He grimaced. Some of his colleagues 
would think he was crazy to even consider 
the occult as a possible answer, but 
those colleagues had never lived with 
the Ch'ng-gasa, had never seen a shaman 
make the dead walk, had never seen the 
destructive powers of the Ark of the 
Covenant. The Ark, and René, beckon- 
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Alerted by the sudden silence in the 
classroom, Indiana looked up. Had he 
blacked out again? What had he done 
Scanning the faces turned 
to him, he breathed a sigh of relief. 


No time had been lost, no memories 
gained. Jansen had finished his report 
and the class was waiting for him to 
comment. 


Indiana motioned for the young man 
to step down from the dais. "Thank 
you, Jansen, a concise report." 


Checking his watch, he noted grate- 
fully that the hour was nearly over. 
He walked toward the raised platform 
at the front of the classroom. "We'll 
continue with these reports next ses- 
sion, and finish them off the session 
after. Written reports are due in two 
weeks, and finals are the same week." 


The bell for change of class sounded. 


"Remember," he said as he dismissed the 
class, “you're responsible for chapters 
14 through 20 in the Guthrie and Lomax 
text for the final exam. It's not an 
easy read, so I'd advise you to get an 
early start on it." He tossed the 
chalk he always carried in the class- 
room into the air, caught it neatly. 
Despite grumbled protests about the 
heavy assignment, the class filed out 
in an orderly manner. 


As soon as the room was empty, 
Indiana turned to erase the blackboard. 
He reached for the eraser, then hesi- 
tated. Something...something in the 
room with him, something behind him... 
He spun. The room looked empty, but 
the feeling of a presence continued, 
and grew sharper with each second. 


The room that one minute ago had 
been unbearably warm and stuffy was 
suddenly freezing, and the air was 
filled with a noise like the rustling 
of old papers, or the flutterings of 
parchment-winged bats. Something 
wraith-like, attenuated, flickering 
out of his range of vision, disappearing 
when he tried to focus on it. 


He grinned exultantly. Seeing 
things might also be a sign that he was 
going crazy, but the sudden coldness 
seemed to be completely outside him- 
self. At last, there was a physical 


symptom to what had been happening to 
him. Something he could feel, touch, 
see, hear. His gaze darted about the 
empty room, seeking out the shadows, the 
corners. Nothing moved. 


The room still seemed empty, but by 
now it was so cold the windows were 
rimed with frost. The coldness bore 
with it more than a hint of the grave. 
Indiana set the chalk down carefully on 
the blackboard and came around to the 
front of the desk. The cold of the 


grave--and a dead man’s memories. 


His voice, harsh with emotion, broke 
through the whisperings of the shadows. 
"They're your memories, aren't they, 
Belloq? What're you trying to do, 
haunt me? Ghosts haunt places, the 
places where they died. They don't 
haunt people. Go back to the submarine 
base, Belloq. That's the only place 
you have any power." 


A wind that was not a wind knocked : 
over one of the books on Indiana's desk. 
The clasps on the old Bible snapped 
open, and the wind flipped the pages of : 
the book to the illustration of the Ark 
which he had shown to Army Intelligence's 
Eaton and Musgrove three years ago. 


He laughed. "The Ark isn't here, 
Belloq. It's in Washington." Stepping 
off the platform, he circled the class- 
room warily, trying to sense the center 
of the disturbance. "If you want to 
haunt someone, go. see Eaton and Musgrove. 
They're the bastards who kept the Ark, 
instead of letting Marcus have it to 
study." 


The air grew colder still, as though 
all heat, all warmth, were being siphoned 
away. The Bible began to smolder. 
Indiana did not think of himself as a 
religious man, but his travels had taught 
him a healthy respect for the supernatu- 
ral. He tried to beat out the embers, 
but in seconds flame sprang up and 
consumed the leather-bound book. As 
quickly as it started, the fire died. 
Where the Bible had been, now was nothing 
but the smooth surface of a heavily 


varnished wooden desk. Not even ashes 
remained. 


The cold retreated grudgingly. 
Indiana stared at the spot where the 
Bible had lain. His mouth was tight 
with determination, his eyes were cold 
and grey. With exaggerated care, he 
gathered together the papers and 
reference materials he wanted to re- 
turn to his office. Then, with 
measured steps, he walked to the 
door. At the door he turned and 
faced the empty classroom. 


"Forget the haunting, Bellog. 
After the Ark, it'll take more than 
parlor tricks to scare me. I don't 
know what you want, but you shouldn't 
have revealed yourself so soon." He 
smiled grimly. It felt strange, 
talking to an empty classroom, and 
if anyone should happen along it would 
certainly put the capper on any rumors 
about his ‘strange behavior', but 
somehow, Indiana knew Belloqg was 
hearing him. 


"You should have let me go crazy, 
René. That would have been forever. 
But now that I know you're here, I'l] 
never let you get the best of me. 

Not if I have to have you exorcised." 


Indiana left the classroom, 
locking the door behind him. Not that 
he thought a lock would serve as a 
deterrent, to a ghost-- Reaction set 
in. Leaning against the corridor wall, 
Indiana drew several deep breaths and 
allowed his heart, racing madly, to 


calm. He looked at his trembling hands. 


Wasn't he getting a little too old for 
this? 


Straightening, he continued down 


the corridor toward the faculty offices. 


And even as he walked, he was aware of 
the faintest of footsteps following 
after, even though the hall was empty. 


Pausing in the doorway of the 
kitchen, Marion glared around. Some- 
how, Marcus's simple ‘welcome home' 
celebration had been turned into a 
three-ring circus. Now the party over- 
flowed the small living room and study, 
and threatened the peace of the rose 
garden. Bright summer dresses of crisp 
voiles and cottons gleamed incongruous ly 
against the dark green leaves, and the 
brittle conversation of the guests 
seemed just as out of place. 


A sudden movement on the part of one 
of the guests caught her eye. Clicking 
her tongue angrily, she stormed over to 
the small circle huddled in front of the 
bookcase in the corner of the foyer. 


"I still say you're basing your 
theory on an unsubstantiated--" 





"Unsubstantiated? The body of 
literature is--" 
"Legends. Legends and superstitious 


nonsense. If one were to examine the 
Situation scientifically--" 


"This will be done scientifically. 
We'll measure every--" 





Ignoring the heated academic conver- 
Sation--she sometimes wondered if any- 
One over the rank of Lecturer ever 
Snatched up an overfull Martini glass, 
Splashing some of the liquid on the 
Turkey rug. "That's not a glass rest, 
Devlin." The young theology professor 
pulled his attention away from the group 
discussion long enough to glance at the 
Balinese idol. He shrugged. 


"T don't see what you're worried 
about, Marion. If Indiana doesn't want 
people to touch it he should give it 
back to the museum." 


Marion bit back the tart comment 
that sprang to her lips. This was 
supposed to be a party, and the man was 
her husband's guest. "Just be careful. 
How'd you like it if some idiot got 
glass stains on a Guttenberg Bible?" 


She thrust the glass into his hands, 
Slopping more liquor on the floor. 


Devlin Landers pulled out a 
handkerchief and wiped his hands and 
the glass. He frowned, pursing his 
lips fastidiously. "If I could afford 
something like that, I'd not be 
teaching." His sneer placed her 
firmly among the untutored masses he 
had no use for. 





Her temper snapped. "Well, sailor, 
you are teaching. So until you get 
some more seniority, watch your tongue 
and your manners!" Ignoring his 
Sputtered outrage, Marion spun on her 
heel and stalked off. Married life, 
and all those damned "Ladies' Auxiliary" 
groups she had to belong to, was bad 
for her health! Three years ago she'd 
have kneed that jerk in the crotch and 
dumped his damned glass on his head. 

How much politeness, to how many morons, 
did she owe her husband's career? 


Meeting Marcus's amused glance, 
she flushed. The older professor 
finished his drink and set his glass 
down on the first available tray, then 
made his way across the crowded room to 
her side. "Hello, Marion." He planted 
a friendly kiss on her cheek. "I 
thought this was going to be a quiet 
dinner at home?" 


She smiled thinly. "That's what 
I thought until four this afternoon." 
_ She spied Indiana across the room, 
surrounded by a mixed group of the 
university's younger faculty members. 
"Then the ‘Pied Piper' over there sent 


word he was going to do this ‘up right.'" 


Devlin Lander's high-pitched voice 
cut through a sudden lull in the conver- 
sation. "--the power released would be 
phenomonal, and--" Marion snorted. If 
that milquetoast wanted power, let him 
try the Ark of the Covenant on for size. 


Angrily, she began to pile abandoned 
glasses onto an empty tray. "I almost 
think Indy didn't want to be alone with 
us tonight, so he invited every idiot 
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he had even a passing acquaintance 
with to run interference." 


Marcus glanced around. Smoke hung 
heavy in the still air, alcohol and 
canapes were disappearing as quickly as 


Marion set them out, and the conversations 


around the room crackled furiously. "He 


could be repaying social debts." 


She snorted. "Good try, Marcus, but 
not bloody likely. He's never been on 
terms with Landers, we've exchanged no 
more than polite conversation at the 
President's teas with Levy of the Math 
Department, and if you can tell me when 
Indy met Rhue before--" Marion glared 
across the room at her husband. Obliv- 
tous to her angry stare, he smiled down 
at the youngest member of the Fine Arts 
faculty. "And why she came dressed for 
a ball, I'll never know." 


Marcus, following her gaze, smiled. 
"Oh, I don't know," he said, looking at 
Caitlin Rhue's lowcut green dress. "She 
looks quite charming to me." 

Marion glared at him. "Men! You're 
all alike! She's overdressed." Over- 
dressed? Yes... "“Uou Americans are 
all altke, always overdressing for the 
wrong occasions." Across the room, 
Indiana looked up and caught her eye. 

He smiled and, for no reason she could 
think of, she shivered. 


Picking up the tray of glasses, she 
took them to the kitchen. Marcus went 
with her and helped her replenish the 
hors d'oeuvres and the bar. Marion 


paused to take a breath and looked around. 


Everything seemed in order. She brushed 
one or two strands of hair that had 
escaped her snood back from her forehead. 


Marcus put a hand under her elbow. 
"You need to rest a moment," he said 
sternly. "Let's go out to the garden." 
He led her through the garden doors. 
They made their way through the guests 
who had spilled out to the garden area. 
Chinese lanterns and Christmas tree 
lights strung on the rose bushes lighted 
the yard, their unshuttered brilliance 
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like the angry glitter of trapped fire- 
flies. 


Reaching the bench at the end of 
the garden, Marion and Marcus sat down. 
“How long has he been this bad, Marion?" 
he said without preamble. 


She stared at him, wondering how 
much he knew, or guessed, already. 
Probably quite a lot. Marcus Brody was 
no dummy, and he'd known Indiana almost 
as long as she had--and for more years! 
"The nightmares first started about a 
year ago, and it's been getting worse 
and worse. You've seen how absent- 
minded and irritable he's gotten?" 
Marcus nodded. Marion stared at her 
Clasped hands. "That's the least of 
it, Marcus." She looked up at him, 
held his gaze with her own. "Marcus? 
How can I tell if Indiana's going 
crazy?" 


She hoped he would laugh, would 
tell her not to worry, not to be silly. 
He did not. "What makes you think he 


might be, Marion?" 


She sighed. "The worst of it 
happened about two weeks ago, Marcus." 
Thankful for his sympathy, Marion told 
Marcus of Indiana's disturbing behavior, 
many of her doubts and fears spilling 
out helter-skelter. '"--and then it was 
as if Indy had gone away, and another 
person was in the room with me, and--" 


Indiana smiled down at Caitlin Rhue. 
She was a charming girl, and reminded 
him of what Marion had been like at that 
age--or rather, what she should have been 
like, but for Nepal. Nepal had rather 
effectively eradicated any naiveté Marion 
might have had. One thing Caitlin and 
Marion still shared, though, was a love 
of fancy finery. 





“You're all alike, you Americans! 
Always overdressing for the wrong 
occasions." Glancing across the room, 


Indiana caught Marion's eye. He 
smiled reassuringly at her. He might 
not have been able to protect her, or 
give her more encouragement than a 
Simple squeeze to her hand when Toht-- 


The conversation ebbed and swelled 
around him, but Indiana listened with 
only one ear. He had not been with 
Marion when she was questioned by Toht. 
He had been with Sallah, in the Well 
of the Souls. So how-- 


Excusing himself from the conversa- 
tion, Indiana went to the kitchen. He 
got a milk glass from one of the wall 
cabinets, half-filled it with ice. He 
Studied the glass thoughtfully, then 
dumped out half the ice. Grimly, he 
filled the glass to the brim with Scotch, 
knocked back almost all of it in three 
deep swigs. 


There had been no warning this time: 
no dizziness, no blackout, no sense of 
deja vu. Just a memory that was not 
his. 


Indiana refilled the glass. He 
drank more slowly as he tried to decide 
on a viable plan of action. Stone cold 
sober, he still could not think of any 
practical plan. Scotch was not the 
best tonic for strategy sessions. 


Scotch? He took another swallow, 
made a face. Foul-tasting, and as 
innocuous as mother's milk compared to 
the brandy of the kitchen-vineyard. 
Only the family knew of that brandy, 
which had never been distributed on the 
Open market. He smiled, poured out the 
Scotch. Marion would like the brandy. 
He would have to procure some for her. 
It would not be too difficult, once-- 


Disbelievingly, Indiana stared at 
the empty milk glass. That was twice 
now, in less than ten minutes, that he 
had been thinking with another man's 
thoughts. He hurled the glass against 
the wall. It splintered into hundreds 
of pieces with a satisfying tinkle of 
glass on glass. 


He spun, hoping no one had seen. 
his action. If the evening continued 
the way it had started, he'd soon be 
giving enough cause for gossip. He 
did not need more. No one was there. 


"All right, René," he whispered 
before heading back to the living room. 
"Gloves off?" 


As he stood in the kitchen doorway, 
searching for Marion, he heard Belloq's 
vibrant laugh cutting through and above 
the shrill chatter of the crowd. 

Indiana grinned. Life was never boring, 
as long as Belloq was around. 


"Enjoy it while you can, my friend," 
he whispered. “Just for the sheer 
pleasure of it, I'll do the exorcism 
myself." 


He finally found Marion in the rose 
garden with Marcus. A surge of primal 
jealousy--ugly, red-tinted and vicious-- 
burned through him when he saw her 
sitting so closely to the other man. 
Clenching his hands, Indiana forced 
himself to cool down. He took several 
deep breaths, then walked toward his 
wife and his friend. 


Indiana smiled bitterly. He was 
starting to control this erratic 
behavior. That jealous reaction had 
been all Belloq, and he had been able 
to keep it in check. 


"Don't you think you should get a 
wife of your own to cuddle, Marcus?" 
Indiana cursed silently. He had thought 
he would joke a bit with Marion and 
Marcus, but the words had come out too 
intensely meaningful. Had the others 
noticed anything unusual? From the 
unwonted seriousness of their glances, 
he was afraid they had. 


"We felt the need for some fresh 
air." Marcus moved away from Marion, 
leaving a space between them, and 
gestured to Indiana. "Come and sit 
down." He nodded toward the house. 
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Marion. 


"Things are a bit out of hand in there, 
don't you think?" 


Indiana stared at him, seeking a 
hidden meaning in his words. Did 
Marion or Marcus have any idea of what 
was happening to him? Did they think 
he was going crazy? He paused, wondering 
if, indeed, that were it. With a dead 
cold certainty, he knew it was not. 
There had, after all, been a time when 
he and René were close, when they were 
friends, and during that time René had 
told him often of his childhood in 
Algeria. So yes, he could see how he 
might ‘remember’ that childhood as his 
own. But neither Rene nor Marion had 
ever told him what had happened in 
Belloqg's tent when Marion was questioned 
by the Germans--so how had he known that 
memory? 


Imagination? offered a small corner 
of his mind that refused to accept the 
idea of a psychic haunting. So you'd 
rather be crazy? Indiana said, wondering 
how many sane people argued with them- 
selves. 


Shrugging, Indiana set the problem 
aside for the moment. He had to answer 
Marcus, before the other man showed 
even more concern. "Some of our guests 
may have had a bit too much, but that's 
all. Nothing to worry about, Marcus." 


The older man said nothing, staring 
at Indiana from narrowed eyes. Indiana 
felt a surge of anger once more, but 
refused to let it control him. This 
was Marcus he was facing, Marcus and 
They were the people he loved 
best in the world now that his grand- 
parents--the people he loved most in the 
world. Indiana shuddered, and a cloud 
seemed to pass from his mind. 








Taking Marion's hands in his, he 
smiled crookedly. "This is your home- 
coming party, Marcus. No fair, sitting 
it out out here with the prettiest 
woman at the party. You've got to join 
us." 


Marcus stared at Indiana thoughtful ly, 


then nodded. Hoisting himself up from 
the stone bench, he joined Indiana and 
Marion. "You're right, Indy, I have 
been selfish, keeping Marion to myself." 
His voice was noncommittal, and Indiana 
recognized it as his 'play-the-situation- 
for-time' voice. He'd heard the older 
man use it on colleagues spouting 
screwball ideas, on politicians angling 
for publicity, on newsmen looking for 

a juicy story. Marcus had never befiore 
used it on him. 





Indiana waved toward the brightly 
lighted house. "Shall.we?" He held 
out one arm to Marion, threw his other 
arm around Marcus's shoulders. Together, 
they headed toward the lights and the 
sounds of the party. 


The next day, Indiana's headache 
owed nothing to a haunting, or to a 
vampiric possession. Indeed, Belloq 
seemed loath to appear. "Don't relish 
the thought of a throbbing head, hunh?" 
Indiana said with a sneer. "You always 
were too damned particular, René. — 
That's why I always beat you to the 
treasure. I wasn't afraid to get my 
hands dirty." He darted a quick 
glance around his office. 


There was no answer, and no sign 
of Belloq's presence. Indiana pushed 
aside the grimoires and reference texts 
he'd been laboring over in spite of his 
headache. He stretched wearily, 
trying to work all the kinks out of 
his back, then rested his elbows on 
his desk and rubbed his eyes. Pursuing 
shards of wisdom through these old 
and print-faded volumes was difficult 
enough under optimum conditions: 
working with a hangover, and the 
urgent sense that if something was not 
done soon it would be entirely too 
late, was anything but optimum. 


Indiana checked the clock on the 
far wall. Three o'clock. He'd told 
Marion to expect him home at six, so 
he still had time to track down a few 
references. The exorcism spell mentioned 


in the Book of Wisdom of the Ancients 
of the Days sounded promising: a 
spell to release a soul from thrall to 
an unwelcome visitant, one who might 
falsely blame the haunted for its 
death. 


Indiana thought over the wording, 
nodded. It had been René's own 
curiosity that had caused him to open 
the Ark, but he'd never have found the 
Ark if not for Indiana. So, in a con- 
voluted way, René might indeed 'blame 
him' for his death. Though what his old 
friend-and-enemy expected to get out of 
this haunting... 


"A corps perdu.” The thought whis- 
pered through Indiana's mind and he 
dismissed it. It was only a warning, a 
warning that time was fast disappearing. 
It gave no more direct warning than 
that. No more. 


Nodding, Indiana gathered together 
the three books he wanted to return to 
the library, checked over his list of 
new books to withdraw. All was in order. 
It was only as he reached for the door- 
knob that he felt the first chill 
stirring of the wind. 


The moon scudded overhead, lighting 
the rose garden as brightly as though 
it were daylight. Marion, sensing a 
faint breeze, the first in many weary 
weeks, opened the doors to the garden 
and gazed out. The scene was peaceful, 
romantic even, and brought flooding 
back memories of the evenings she and 
Indiana had spent in the garden when 
they were first married. 


Marion's thoughts at the moment, 
however,.were far from romantic. It 
was 9:30 p.m., and Indiana had said 
he'd be home at 6:00. She didn't know 
whether she should be furious with him 
for not sending her a message that he'd 
be late, or if she should be worried 
that he'd had another dizzy spell. 


Except for a well-deserved hangover, 
he'd seemed all right this morning, 
when he set out for work, so Marion did 
not want to panic needlessly. But with 
a pot roast sitting in the oven, 
getting drier and drier, it was panic 
--or explode. 


The front doorbell rang. Indiana? 
Had he--could he have been so careless 
as to forget his keys, as well as a 
message for her? She ran to the door 
and yanked it open. Marcus was there. 
She craned her neck to see around him. 
He was alone. 





"Marion, is Indiana home?" 


she gestured to Marcus to enter. 
"No," she said, "and if it gets any 
later, he'd better not come home, if 
he knows what's good for him. There's 
only one thing more ferocious than a 
woman scorned, and that's a wife with 
a pot roast in the oven." 


"I just dropped by to leave the 
books he asked me to pick up." He 
handed three worn, battered volumes 
over to her, shaking his head as he 
did. "I can't understand his sudden 
interest in exorcism and possession, 
so don't ask." 


She smiled and set the books on the 
Foyer table. "He's probably just in- 
terested in keeping up his reputation 
as an ‘expert on the occult.'" Leading 
Marcus into the living room, she said 
over her shoulder, "You know? 
be surprised if I weren't just as good 
an expert as him, and that just from 
what I picked up in the 'field', being 
all over the world with Abner." 
into the overstuffed sofa and studied 
Marcus thoughtfully. "Did you form any 
Opinions about-- Did you notice any-- 
Do you think Indy--"  Frustratéd over 
her inability to speak coherently, 
Marion took a deep breath to steady her 
nerves. Marcus sat down in the club 
chair next to her. 





Because of the heat, she had swept 
her hair up off her neck. One or two 


I wouldn't 


She sank 


tendrils had escaped the confining hair- 
pins to brush against her cheek. To 
give herself time to think, she played 
with the strands, pinning and repinning 
them. Marcus leaned forward and took her 
hand in his. 


Pressing her hand reassuringly, he 
said, "Marion, this is 'me, Marcus. Just 
take it easy." 


She studied him for several long 
seconds. He was solid, comforting, 
reliable. He had been a good friend, to 
Indiana and to her, on more than one 
occasion. But most important of all, he 
listened. She was truly worried about 
Indy, and joking about his erratic be- 
havior wasn't going to change that. But 
her worries were so insubstantial, and 
were based on such little things: an 
expression glimpsed on a much-loved face 
during an unguarded moment, an occasion- 
al uncorrected slip of the tongue over- 
heard and not commented on, her own 
feelings and instincts. 


She sighed. Probably no one but: 
Marcus would listen to her and not _ 
automatically dismiss her fears as neu- 
rotic fancies. 


“Marcus, what do you think the state 
of Indy's mental health is?" Gently, 
she eased her hand from Marcus's grip. 


He frowned, and her heart plummeted. 
She smiled weakly. "That bad, hunh?" 
Pushing herself up from the sofa, she 
walked to the window and drew aside the 
curtains. The night was clear, the sky 
a deep-blue bowl overhead. The moon's 
light was an almost liquid splash of 
radiance that washed over the front lawn, 
over the streets, over the houses across 
the way. Marion could feel Marcus's eyes 
on her back. 


Dropping the curtains, she crossed 
to the bar, poured a brandy for Marcus, 
a shot of Scotch, straight, for herself. 
She started back to the sofa, then 
shrugged and threw back the Scotch in 
one swallow. She poured herself another 
Shot and returned to her seat. She 


handed Marcus the brandy snifter and 
took another swig of her drink. 


Fortified, she said, "Is there any- 
thing we can do?" 


Marcus swirled the brandy in its 
snifter, inhaled the bouquet, and took 
a small sip. "I hope you don't mind, 
Marion, but without naming any names, 
I gave Indy's symptoms--his blackouts, 
his lapses of memory, his night fears, 
all the rest--to a friend of mine, an 
alienist." His smile was rueful. "It 
was all I could do to get away without 
revealing who my sick 'friend' was. 
Walters was thrilled at the thought of 
such a textbook case." 

"Textbook case?" That did not sound 
encouraging. 


Marcus sighed. "Walters said that 
it sounded like a classic case of a 
Split personality to him. He murmured 
vague things in my direction about dis- 
integrating ego structures, and warring 
personalities, and the need for reinte- 
gration of the two personas." He 
frowned. "Technically, of course, that 
should be personae, but--" 


Marion was in no mood 
"Forget 
What can we do to help Indy?" 


“Marcus !" 
for a Latin grammar lesson. 
that. 


Marcus shook his head. "They know 
so little about this field. Psychiatry 
is only beginning to be understood. 

Indy can have a crisis at any point soon, 
can work through his reintegration 
problems, and can be ‘cured’. Or he 

can go for counseling for the next forty 
years and never improve." 


Marion slugged down the rest of her 
drink. "Right. He can't get something 
simple, like bubonic plague. Oh no, my 
Indy even goes nutso in style." The 
chimes on the grandfather clock in the 
foyer struck 10:00. "None of which 
answers the question of where he is 
right now, and what's been keeping him." 


Marcus stood. "I have my car out- 


23 


Side. I'll drive back to the campus, 
check his office, and the library. The 
place should be closed by this time, but 
he has his own keys." 


Marion slammed her glass on the end 
table. "I'll go with you." 


"There's really no need--" 


Marion interrupted. "I'd just worry 
if I stayed home. This way, when I see 
that the jerk's okay, and he just forgot 
the time, I'll have even more time to 
yell at him." 


It was almost ten-thirty by the time 
they reached the tree-lined campus. 
Parking the car in the faculty lot, 
Marcus and Marion walked to the History 
Department Building. It seemed dark, and 
brooding. : 


Marion stepped onto the gravel path 
leading to the west wing, where Indy's 
office was. It was like stepping into 
a refrigerated room. Hugging herself, 
she realized that ice had formed on her 
linen dress where, but seconds before, 
she had been damp with sweat. Teeth 
chattering, she turned to her companion. 
"Marcus?" 


He shivered as much as she. "I don't 
know, Marion. It can't be a poltergeist 
phenomonon, Indy's not an adolescent." 


"Except mentally," she retorted. 
"Are you sure Indy's the only one who's 
flipped his cork, Marcus? Right now I‘m 
beginning to wonder about you and me, 
too." Still shivering violently, she 
headed up the path again. As she neared 
the building, the temperature dropped 
further. She angled toward the small 
door at the end of the east wing, to the 
right of the main entrance. Marcus 
Stumbled behind her. — 


She was about ten yards from the door 
when an icy wind blew up, driving her in- 
to Marcus's arms. The wind knifed 
through her, howling the while like a 





trapped wild thing. Bitter tears 
forced her to close her eyes, but not 
before she noticed that the wind, 
fierce though it seemed to her and — 
Marcus, did not reach as far as the 
boundary of the campus. No tree shook 
with even a whisper of breeze. 


"Marcus!" She shouted to make 
herself heard above the banshee howls 
of the devil-wind. "Isn't there some- 
thing we can do?" 


"I'm open to suggestion," he said 
at the top of his voice. "I don't have 
the slightest idea what caused this." 


They had no time to waste on fruit- 
less expostulations. Time enought to 
worry about what was causing this wind 
later, after they found Indy. One hand 
outstretched as though she were 
forging a path through a winter bliz- 
zard, the other holding her hair out 
of her eyes, Marion pushed back toward 
the building. 


She reached the door, but an invis- 
ible barrier locked her out. She felt 
in front of her. It was as though the 
air had solidified, forming a chinkless 
wall. Her hands tingled as she ran 
them across the barrier, but she could 
find no way through it; the harder she 
pushed against it, the more substantial 
it became, until she glimpsed a faint 
golden glimmer in the air in front of 
her. 


Sinking to the ground, she let her 
breath come in deep, heavy gasps as she 
tried to think of what to do next. 
Marcus, breathing as heavily as she, 
flopped on the ground next to her. His 
hands were gentle as he pulled her back 
to rest against his chest. 


"Indy's not there, Marion." The 
wind, still howling about them, almost 
blew his words away. 

"What?" She twisted in his arms. 


"I saw you were having trouble 
getting through the door, so I counted 
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windows to Indy's office. I couldn't 
get in any more than you could, but I 
was able to see through the window. 
The light's still on, there are books 
strewn all over, and his papers are a 
mess, but--no Indy." 


Closing her eyes, she sagged back 
against Marcus once more. "Where is he?" 


He shook his head. "I don't know. 
And I don't know what's going on around 
here, either. But--" As quickly as it 
had sprung up, the wind died. Still 
shivering from the cold, Marion and 
Marcus surged to their feet. The barrier 
was down. Marion ran to the door, pulled 
it open, and ran into the deserted 
building. Her footsteps echoed on the 
polished floor. 


"Indy?" she shouted, "Indy, where 
are you?" There was no response. "In- 
diana, answer me!" 


Faintly, so faintly the sound was 
almost inaudible, they heard a noise from 
the main lecture hall. Marion turned 
slowly to Marcus, a question in her eyes. 
Wordlessly, he nodded and led the way 
down the corridor. 


diana: come with me. 


Ignoring the enticing words, Indiana 
continued to drew a pentacle on the 
Stage at the front of the main lecture 
hall. He paused, looked out at the rows 
of empty seats, then grinned. This hall 
Saw better productions when there were 
no students around. It was here his ad- 
venture with the Ark had begun three 
years ago; it was ironically proper that 
he destroy René's last hold on him in 
the same place. 

Indiana. The Ark. Remember the 
Ark? : 


He shook his head, trying to dislodge 
the eerie undervoice that was taunting 


him. Remember the Ark? How could he 
forget it? They had cheated him of 

it, Musgrove and Eaton and that silent, 
watching man from the War Department. 
They had hidden it in Washington, in a 
new Well of Souls. But he would find 
it again. It was his, and no one would 
take it away from him. No one. 


Indiana glanced up from his prepa- 
rations. Shadows were gathering at the 
corners of the room. "Bringing in the 
shock troops, René? You don't worry 
me at all." He held up a leather-bound 
compendium from the sixteenth century. 
"This tells me all I need to know to 
defeat you." 


He checked his watch. 7:30, and 
he'd told Marion he'd be home at 6:00. 
He'd better get this show active, or 
She'd make his life a living hell when 
he finally got home. And, after the 
show he'd been putting on for her lately, 
he wouldn't blame her. Not at all. 


Opening the book, Indiana began 
reciting one of the prayers. At the 
Same time, he lit a cone of incense. 
Picking the censor up by the bronze 
chain, he wafted the smell of the burn- 
ing incense--sandalwood and frankincense 
--to each of the four winds in turn. 


A chanting arose from the shadows 
beyond the cabalistic symbols he had 
scrawled on the floor. Indiana paused 
in surprise, looked toward the far 
corner of the room. He had not known 
that ghosts could chant to raise their 
own dead. 


Drawing a deep breath, Indiana con- 
tinued to recite his prayer. In counter- 
point, the chant crescendoed to an un- 
bearable point of ecstacy, its final 
note hanging on the air for a time long 
past human endurance. It was a sweet 
humming, and wild. It reminded Indiana 
of the passage of a falcon's flight, 
and of the song of the Ark. Finally 
the note faded, and a deep, velvet 
Silence filled the room. It was a 
waiting, throbbing silence, a silence 
alive with tension, with expectation. 
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Indiana grinned ferally. "I feel 
you waiting, René. Well, forget it!" 


With chalk, Indiana had scrawled 
on the floor around the periphery of 
his protected circle a series of 
cabalistic signs. These symbols glowed, 
then burst into flames that gave off no 
heat and consumed no fuel. 


A thin mist rose from the fire 
closest to Indiana. Streamers of smoke 
Spun out from this to twine around him. 
Ribbons of nothingness caressed Indiana's 
face; it felt like hundreds of tiny 
hands: patting, plucking, petting. ‘As 
the mist encircled the room, almost as 
though sniffing for a way out, the tense 
Silence was broken. Indiana heard a 
faint susurrus, like the scraping of 
grasshopper wings one against the other. 
The noise grew louder until it sounded 
as though a nest of maddened locusts had 
been loosed in the room. 


And through it all, came the voice. 
Indiana! See the ecstasy! Indiana 
began shouting his prayer, trying to 
drown out that siren voice. Belloa 
may have beaten him in the past, but 
he'd always managed to come back for 
more; he would not let himself be de- 
feated now, not when so much was at 
Stake. 


Indiana's heart raced madly, and the 
blood coursed through his veins as wild- 
ly as a river in full tide. His breath 
came in short gasps, and he grasped his 
compendium tightly; his free hand 
clenched desperately at his side. 
shadow-whisperers grew stronger. 
only René's voice was now audible. 
Indiana could make out Abner Ravenwood's 
reedy whisper, Sallah's rich baritone, 
Marcus's dry tones, Marion's alto. And 
above it all, the song of the Ark. 


The 
Not 


The Ark? Indiana swung around to 
look in the furthest corner. The Ark 
sat there: pulsing, glowing as it had 
once before, when René opened it. "No. 
You're not here. You're in Washington." 
The leather book of prayers fell from 
Indiana's nerveless fingers. Hands out- 


stretched, back straight, head raised 
high, Indiana walked toward the Ark. 


The smell of lemon verbena hung on 
the air, and jasmine. Mists still en- 
circled the room. Wreathing through 
the shadows, figures could be made out, 
figures of unearthly beauty whose 
forms were as unsubstantial as their 
diaphonous robes. Indiana's glance 
darted around the room. The Ark! 
Where-- 


A woman curled enticingly about 
Indiana. Two handmaidens accompanied 
her. She seemed familiar. "Marion?" 
Reaching out, Indiana discovered 
that his hands went right through 
her. She floated in the air before 
him, a dream figure of perfect beauty 
--Marion's face and form raised to 
the highest degree of perfection. 


The woman raised her hands and 
drifted toward him. Behind her, her 
handmaidens mimicked her action. As 
she neared him, her ghostlike fingers 
Slid the robe from her shoulders. 

Her hair, that had been swept into 

a coronet on top of her head, slithered 
down her shoulders and beyond, and 
Indiana saw with sudden clarity it was 
amass of hissing, writhing snakes. 


"Medusa!" Raising his arms, 
Indiana fended her off. She was in- 
substantial as a dream, but the sharp 
teeth with which she marked his neck 
were all too real. A heavy, sweetly 
foul odor, as of a graveyard, crept 
into the room, and Indiana was holding 
a rotting corpse in his arms while 
mummies caressed him from both sides. 


Breaking from their gruesome 


embrace, he staggered out of the circle. 


"Is that all you can do, Belloq? I 
faced that much in Tanis. Are you 
running out of ideas?" 


An unholy scream of terror pulled 
his gaze to the eastern corner of the 
room. Sallah was there, enveloped in 
flames that he couldn't beat out. "No. 
That's a mirage. Sallah's in Cairo. 
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That's not my friend." The vision seemed 
horrifyingly real, and Indiana watched 
dryeyed as his friend burned to death. 
The stink of burning flesh, the hot 
ashes driven into his face, seemed re- 
markably real, and Indiana began to won- 
der just how much power the Ark had 
given René in return for his life. 


As though Sallah's seeming death were 
the signal, nightmare visions sprang up 
around the room. In one corner, hyenas, 
laughing all the while, tore chunks of 
still living flesh from Marcus Brody. 

In another corner, Caitlin Rhue's naked 
body was the playground for a small herd 
of goatmen. In yet another corner, 
Marion... 


"No!" Eyes shut tightly against the 
horror so extreme he could not even 
remember it, Indiana fled the building. 
As a bulwark against the spirits un- 
leashed by his own tampering with the 
occult, he held only a shield of half- 
forgotten childhood prayers. He recited 
these now, over and over. 


Finding the path that led to the 
main street, Indian ran from the sound 
and the memories of the horror he had 
seen that night. Marion? Are you all 
tight? She had to be all right. She 
and Marcus and Sallah and little Caitlin 
Rhue. Nothing he had seen or felt or 
tasted or heard tonight was real. 
Nothing. 


A sudden explosion knocked him off 
his feet, and he lay on the ground, 
stunned, for several seconds. Pushing 
himself up, he looked back at the 
History Building. From every window, 
flames licked skyward, turning the deep 
blue of the sky a pale and sickly yellow. 


The Ark! He ignored that part of 
his mind that told him the Ark was no 
less a fantasy, a nightmare, than the 
other horrors he had seen, and raced 
back toward the open lawn outside the 
east wing of the building. Sudden 
winds buffetted him unmerciful ly. 
driven by the winds were fantastic 
shapes, shapes that were the creatures 


Gale- 


of his nightmares. Snakes and demons your priest's outfit?" 
and foully stinking mummies swirled 


around him, and he tried to bat them Belloq shrugged. "If, as you insist, 
away, tried to escape the circle they I am but a figment of your imagination, 
drew around him. the shadow of your soul, then why should 
I not be dressed as I--or you--please?" 
Qne moment he was still struggling The Frenchman smiled then, and walked 
against the vile army marshalled against toward Indiana. "Indiana, my old friend, 
him, the next moment the creatures had join me." 
all disappeared and it was incredibly 
Silent. As silent as it had been when “Indy? Indy, where are you?" 
the Ark finished its work... Indiana turned his head for one split 
second. Marion? Belloq's laughter 
Brushing himself off, he walked filled the room. Indiana felt a sudden 
toward the building. The flames had jolt, as though he had tripped in his 
died down; it was as though there had dreams and had wokén himself up. Then 
never been an explosion, never been a a green-touched blackness filled his 
Fire. Now the red-brick building slept mind and he was falling. 
under the watchful eye of the moon. 
scanning the landscape to right and to “Indiana Jones, adieu." 


left as though it were a Peruvian 
jungle, and a deadly arrow might come 
winging out of the darkness at any * 
second, Indiana slipped back into the 
lecture hall. 
Marion and Marcus entered the lecture 


Nothing moved. Nothing seemed hall at a run. Indiana, shaking his 
disturbed, or out of order. No mists head groggily, was on his hands and knees 
floated on the air, and the only smel1 on the lecture platform. He struggled to 
was the indefinable odor of chalk and his feet, staggered over to the lectern, 
polish that always marked a classroom. and slumped against it. 

It was over, at least for tonight, but 
that did not mean this victory was Reaching him, Marion drew most of 
final. He would still have to arrange his weight onto herself. "Help me, 
for a permanent exorcism... An Marcus, we've got to get him home." 
exorcist to lay René to rest, and for 
the Ark--he wondered what his chances "Marion?" Indiana croaked, his voice 
would be to find it again, wherever seeming like one unused for years. 
it lay in the labyrinth that was 
official Washington. And would even "Shush," she said. "You can tell us 
finding it again be enough for him? what happened tomorrow." 
Or would he have to-- 

"I'll be all right now, Marion," he 

The temperature in the room said, his voice gaining strength. 
plummeted. From the corner of his "There won't be any more--episodes." 
eye he saw a vague shadow-figure. A 
mocking laugh sounded, and he whirled. Marion thought of Indiana's new 
The image wore an impeccable white reading matter. Her arm tightened around 
linen suit and a white panama. him. "Anybody ever tell you it's not 

kosher to exorcise a ghost when your 

“Why, Doctor Jones, whatever are wife's got a pot roast in the oven?" 
you doing in a nasty place like this?" Across him, she exchanged a worried glance 

with Marcus. Would Indiana be all right? 

Indiana ignored the apparition's If he had performed some kind of ritual 
pleasantries. "Shouldn't you have on tonight, could it have given him the 
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psychological boost he needed to ‘'cure' 
himself? Marion preferred to ignore 
the strange events that she had been 
subjected to, and knew that Marcus 
would also prefer that. If they had 

to accept that invisible barrier and 
those strange winds, might they not 
also have to accept a haunting, or-- 
possession? 


Marcus gave an almost imperceptible 
Shake of his head. Sighing, Marion led 
her husband out to the waiting car. 
Marcus was right. Only time would tell 
if Indiana were cured. 


Marion woke in the night, glanced 
over at Indiana for reassurance. He 
lay curled on his side, the expression 
on his face one of childlike peace. 
Silently, she got up, crossed to his 
bed. Would he be all right now? She 
reached out to brush a lock of hair 
from his brow. 


No sooner did she touch him than 
he was awake. He smiled when he saw 
it was she and pulled her down to him. 
"Marion. You are more beautiful than 
I remembered. " 


"You saw me less than 
How much for- 


She laughed. 
four hours ago, silly. 
getting does that take?" 


He smiled gently, and traced the 
line of her jaw with cool, trembling 
fingers. "No, I would never forget 
this." He threaded his hand through 
her hair, brought her head down to 
his. "Nor will I ever forget this," 
he whispered against her lips. 


His lips claimed her then, and 
for one fleeting moment it was though 
jt were for the first time. His lips 
were soft against hers, his breath 
sweet. She felt she could kiss him 
like this forever, and made a faint 
mewling noise of protest when he pulled 
her back. 
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He smiled again. The gentleness 
was still there, but a flash of triumph 
underlay it. She hesitated, wondering 
at that triumph, but he quickly 
dispelled all thoughts from her mind. 
Shifting his position on the bed, he 
rolled over so that she was pinned 
beneath him. Imprisoning her hands in 
one of his, he nuzzled her neck, nipped 
it gently. 


She giggled in surprise and he drew 
back. "Ticklish tonight?" She shook 
her head. She would play wherever he 
led. He lowered his head, nibbled her 
ear. ‘Have I told you how sweet your 
flesh is?" His words stirred her hair, 
sent shivers down her spine. 

"No," she said. Already her voice 
was unsteady. 


"Well, it is." With his free hand 
he slid her nightgown from her shoulders, 
traced a path down and around the gently 
swelling rise of a breast. Mouth and 
tongue followed the path his hand had 
taken and she shivered in anticipation. 
"You are most sweet, my Marion." She 
could feel his desire, but he held back, 
pleasuring her, driving her to limits 
She had not known she could reach. Three 





times, with hands and tongue and lips 


alone he brought her trembling to the 
border of ecstasy, three times he sent 
her tumbling across that narrow channel 
without him. Only when it seemed she 
could respond no more, from sheer ex- 
haustion, did he allow himself to seek 
his own pleasure, and the feel of that 
well-remembered body against her, within 
her, made that final voyage of discovery 
more intense than any of the other times. 


Triumphantly weary, spent, Marion 
rested in his arms. It was only as her 
eyes closed she remembered Algeria, 
when she was seventeen, and the only 
man she had ever known who could make 
love so unselfishly, so erotically. 


"René?" she whispered, unsure if she 
were entering Indiana's nightmare. 
Strong arms, arms that had just guided 
her to ecstasy's far shores, tightened 


around her. 


"René is dead, Marion. Sleep now." 
Dead? René? Yes, and the man whose 
arms held her safe from nightmare was 
indeed her husband. Wondering how she 
could have gotten so strange an idea 
in her mind, she fell asleep. 


"Be there in a minute, Marion," he 
Said. He shaved carefully, set his 
razor and soap aside. He patted on 
some cologne and stared at himself in 
the mirror. Nodding in satisfaction, 
he remembered to tuck the eyeglasses 
into his handkerchief pocket. A pity, 
those, but they were necessary for 
this body. 


He smiled at his reflection. 
Ignoring the faint stirring of some- 
thing nonself that still moved within 
the depths of his mind, he saluted 
his image mockingly. 

"And so you see, Dr. Jones, there 
is nothing you can possess, that I 


cannot take away. What was briefly 
yours iS now mine." 


The End? 
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RONDEAU 


by John Augustus Kirk (1856-1904), edited by Andrina Lewis 


The song of the sea, with its haunting refrain, 
Repeats its sweet echo despite my heart's plea. 
It echoes, re-echoes, again and again-- 

The song of the sea. 


I cannot escape it, nor think myself free 
Of Lorelei's singing, as hushed as the rain . 
Caressing me now as I stand on the lea. a 


My love holds my hand, and she knows not the pain 
I feel when she asks, "Do you stay now with me?" 
How can I answer when I hear ever plain 

The song of the sea. 


The above poem was discovered by Dr. Andrina Lewis, Starfleet historian, 
in the course of research for a biographical study of the Kirk family. 
It, more than any dry composition or study, will serve to throw light on 
certain hereditary characteristics of members of this famous family. 


-Encyclopedia Terrestrialis, Part Nine, Biographies 
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First Contact 


The young lieutenant held his phaser 
rifle at combat readiness, alert for any 
sound which might signal an advance by 
the enemy's scouts. He could hear every 
sound around him. Nothing was muffled in 
the crystal clear night air. He could 
taste the crisp apple-wine flavor of the 
approaching winter season. A faint alien 
fragrance was discernible, a fragrance 
that hinted of deep forests of pine and 
fir, pine and fir which had no ties to 
his own far distant forests. Overhead 
the Hunter's Moon hung golden, its large 
bulk obscuring part of the unfamiliar 
constellations spread across the sky. 
Nothing harmful seemed astir, yet that 
inner warning voice which had been honed 
by his combat training grew stronger to 
alert him to some unseen danger just be- 


yong the pool of light cast by the sentry- 


torches. 


He whirled suddenly, eyes probing the 
outer darkness. Surely that had been a 
Snapping twig there, just there, where 
the darkness was a shade darker than the 
Surrounding shadows. Shifting his rifle 
to one hand, the young officer reached 
for the tricorder slung on his shoulder 
and played it on the area. Nothing. He 
hesitated momentarily, then let the tri- 
corder fall to his side. Thoughtfully, 
he pulled his communicator from his belt. 
Flipping open the grid, he thumbed the 
controls into readiness position. 


"Major Li, Lt. Kirk here. Something 
was moving in that stand of trees just 
beyond our sensor range. But, it's aw- 
fully fast. Whatever it was, it was gone 
by the time I could get a tricorder 
reading." 


The voice of his superior officer, 
subtly dehumanized by the electronic 
circuits of the communicator, came back 
to him. "Is it worth investigating?" 


"I think so, sir," Kirk replied. 
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"Can you handle it alone, or do you want 
me to order out a full search force?" 


Kirk looked again in the direction of 
the faint sound he had heard. All was still 
now. "I'd like to check it out a little 
more carefully before we roust the entire 
camp, sir." 


The major considered the matter briefly, 
then said, "Fine. Follow routine procedures 
and put the camp on readiness stand-by. In- 
vestigate carefully, Kirk, and contact 
Combat Control every hour." When Jim indi- 
cated his understanding of these orders, 
Major Li concluded, "Other than that, pro- 
ceed as you see fit. Li out." 


Kirk reset the communicator channel to 
the patrol frequency and sent a signal to 
Parker and Olafsson, the two officers who 
Shared this midnight patrol with him. From 
equidistant points around the camp boundaries 
they called in. 


He thumbed the sending control button. 
"Gentlemen, I think we're under observation 
but it's impossible to tell if it's by the 
enemy or not. I've contacted the Major, 
and I'll be going out to investigate. I'l] 
alert the back-up crew, and put the camp on 
Stand-by status as soon as I cut off from 
you. Be prepared to take up new positions. 
Cunningham will be taking over for me." 


Parker and Olafsson acknowledged Kirk's 
message. Shifts in their sending frequen- 
cies showed that they were gradually moving 
into new positions in preparation for the 
augmentation of their ranks by the back-up 
crew. 


Meanwhile, the lieutenant was fitting 
actions to his words. He broke communica- 
tion with his crew and again thumbed his 
communicator, this time sending on the fre- 
quency band of the second shift. "Cunning- 
ham, come in please. Lt. Cunningham, come 
in, please." | 


Lt. Meg Cunningham, in charge of the 
second shift on guard duty, responded 
almost before he was through signalling. 
"Cunningham here. What's the problem, 
Jim?" 


Lt. Kirk quickly brought her up to 
date on the situation. A long, low 
whistle sounded over the communicator. 
"If the Kzinti are out there, Jim, 
reconnaissance will be tricky over that 
terrain at night. Are you sure you don't 
want a full detail assigned to you?" 


"Not until I'm positive there's some- 
thing out there, Meg. The less attention 
we call to ourselves at present, the 
better." 


Kirk alluded to the fact that the 
planet on which they were based, Mandalar, 
had a native population: agrarian, pre- 
Industrialization, and ursinoid. How- 
ever, a fleeing Kzinti lifeboat had been 
known to land on Mandalar after a major 
Space engagement during which the USS 
Farragut had succeeded in disabling and 
capturing the MKD Farang. Captain 
Garrovick of the Farragut had sent down 
to Mandalar's surface a hand-picked team 
under the command of Major Li Pao of the 
Planetary Expeditionary Forces, now on 
detached duty to Star Fleet. The Federa- 
tion team now had a difficult dual task. 
They had to seek out and capture the 
last of the enemy raiders, while avoiding 
all contact with the natives of the planet. 


Kirk was afraid the two tasks would 
be mutually incompatible, particularly 
since the Kzinti had never shown any 
hesitation in contacting, subverting, or 
enslaving native populations. He could 
only hope that the entire enemy faction 
would be captured before Mandalar's 
development was warped beyond recognition 
by contact with the Outside. To this end, 
rather than increase the risk of contamina- 
tion, Kirk was prepared to set out on a 
solitary reconnoitering mission. 


Now his fellow officer was indicating 
her understanding of his plea. "You may 
be right to be so careful at this stage 
of development, Jim. I'I1l contact Thirac 
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and Abijar," she named the two officers who 
shared her tour of duty. "I'll take up your 
post and deploy my men at the far camp 
boundaries." 


Kirk responded. "Right, Meg. I'Il] meet 
you at the sentry post and turn guard command 
over to you officially." 


He ceased broadcasting and placed the 
communicator back in its accustomed place on 
his belt holster. While speaking with the 
Major and his fellow sentries, Kirk had been 
circling gradually about the perimeters of 
his sentry post. During this entire maneuver 
he had kept eyes and ears alert for any un- 
toward incidents outside the safety of the 
boundary force-field. Nothing. However, 
remembering the stealth of the alerting noise 
he had heard, he found himself less than re- 
assured by the present lack of overt hostili- 


ty. 


Now he had reached his immediate goal, 
the main sentry post of his guard station. 
From this area he could, as Officer of the 
Day--a term adapted from Terran military 
usage--control all security measures of the 
camp. Lt. Cunningham was not there yet. 
While he waited for her, Kirk set in motion 
the automatic relay system that would put 
the camp on readiness stand-by. Setting 
down his rifle, he began pressing buttons 
on the intricate console board of the sentry 
command station. 


Immediately, the lights of the camp 
dimmed, and sensorscopes increased the range 
of their probing. Row after row of defen- 
Sive weapons silently, automatically, slid 
into position and armed themselves. A soft, 
thrumming alarm was sounded through the camp, 
alerting all its personnel to the possibility 
of enemy action. 


Just as the last note of the alarm faded, 
Lt. Meg Cunningham arrived at the sentry 
command station. Even under circumstances 
such as this, Jim found it a pleasure to see 
her. Her golden skin reflected the amber 
sheen of the lights, and her hair glinted 
with deep copper highlights. Not even the 
utilitarian uniform she wore, straight 
trousers and a bulky landing jacket, could 
disguise her figure. 


Forcing his attention back to duty, 
Kirk passed over to her the offical OD 
sash insignia. As the Officer of the Day, 
she would now be able to challenge anyone, 
even ranking officers, seeking to enter 
or leave the camp. Jim loosened the 
velcro fastening of the OD identifying 
armband. Taking it off, he handed that 
over to Cunningham also. He then turned 
on the sentry log and officially recorded 
the transfer of responsibility from his 
hands to Meg's. 


Cunningham acknowledged his actions. 
She received the sash and armband from 
him, put them’on, and recorded her own 
Statements into the sentry log. The 
Safety of the entire camp now rested in 
her capable hands. 


Kirk picked up his rifle and, turning 
resolutely away, began walking to the 
boundaries of the camp. Reaching the 
force-field barrier, he looked back at 
Lt. Cunningham and signalled her to lower 
the defense screen so he could leave the 
camp. 


"Jim," Cunningham's voice deepened 
momentarily, "be careful." She then 
operated the machinery which would, for 
a short time, lower the force-field 
barrier. 


Lt. Kirk gave her awry grin. "Meg, 
I intend to be very careful." Then he 


turned and left the safety of the camp. 
Behind him, a faint hum indicated that 
the force-field had been restored as 
soon as he had passed the perimeter of 
the camp. 


The Hunter's Moon still filled the 
sky, and had now been joined by the smaller 
and more silvered Traveller's Moon. Here 
in the open, the two luminous satellites 
provided enough light for Kirk to see his 
way, even though he had already passed be- 
yond range of the lamps of camp. Only 
when he reached higher ground and the 
deeply forested area would he no longer 
be able to depend on Mandalat's satellites 
for illumination. 


As he strode along, Kirk breathed 
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deeply of the fall-scented air. Forests and 
hayfields, smoke and snow were contained in 
each inhalation. Jim had to constantly re- 
mind himself he was on an alien:planet, and 
not on Earth. He could enjoy exploring this 
planet were it not for the seriousness of 
their current mission. 


Idly, Jim wondered if the Federation 
planned to open Mandalar to limited contact, 
and if he could volunteer for the contact 
team. But no, regulations said contact 
personnel had to be racially compatible to 
the major sentient race of the contact 
planet so that chances of culture shock 
could be lessened and so that--hopeful ly-- 
extra-terrestrial origins could be masked. 


Kirk grinned. With the help of dura- 
fur and a good make-up job, he just might 
pass for a mangy, deformed, runtish cub on 
a planet where the only sentient species 
were fur-covered, bipedal ursinoids 2.37 
meters tall with seven digits on each mani- 
pulative limb. But this was scarcely an 
image conducive to earning respect for the 
Federation from the natives of Mandalar. 
Initial contact, Jim realized, would have 
to be handled by the Ophicuans, that bear- 
like race only recently admitted to the 
UFP. 


By this time, Jim had reached a large 
outcropping of rock. Pausing to reconnoiter 
he looked back at camp. Initial setdown 
had been in the middle of a large, fairly 
level area serving as a boundary between an 
extensive forest and open grasslands beyond. 


The original pilot ship, still in the 
middle of the setdown area, was now camp 
headquarters. Temporary shelters had been 
set up around the ship. These shelters 
functioned as mess hall, sleeping quarters, 
and laboratory facilities. Shuttle craft 
had been placed defensively around the camp, 
and the finest modern surveillance equip- 
ment was in active use to protect the camp, 
which, at the moment, reminded him of no- 
thing so much as a faded picture in a his- 
tory tape of a pioneer settlement on his 
home planet, set down in hostile Indian 
territory. 


With the Farragut light-years away, 


escorting the captured Farang to the near- 
est starbase, the camp detachment was, of 
necessity, a completely self-sustaining 
unit. It was unknown how many beings had 
escaped in the large lifeboat they had 
traced to this planet. 


Major Li's force had been chosen, 
therefore, with great care. It had to be 
large enough and well-equipped enough to 
handle any number of unexpected situations 
which might come up, yet still be small 
enough to hopefully avoid detection by the 
primitive natives of the planet. 


The members of this force were all 
officers in whom Captain Garrovick and 
Major Li had the utmost confidence. They 
ranged from seasoned veterans with dozens 
of hostile planetfalls to their credit, 
to eager junior officers on their first 
deep-space mission. Yet all possessed 
some elusive spark, some undefinable 
talent which marked them out as being 
above the common ken. The members of the 
expeditionary force possessed intelligence, 
initiative, and imagination. Thus, Major 
Lie had not hesitated to accept Kirk's 
determination of the situation, or to 
endorse this present reconnaisance move. 


From Kirk's present vantage point, all 
appeared normal at the Federation camp. 
The camp site had been chosen just as 
carefully as had been the members of the 
expedition. The chosen area was far away 
from any of the rural settlements of the 
ursinoids. To the north and east, the 
flat open area of the grasslands afforded 
an excellent view to far distant mountains, 
mauve and silver now in the light of the 
two moons. To the south, there ran a cold, 
clear, swift-flowing stream with water 
deliciously compatible to all humanoids on 
the task force. On the other side of the 
stream, a sheer cliff stretched itself 
upward, striated pink, silver-orange, 
mauve and vermilion. A small exploratory 
party would be dropped by shuttle craft 
on top of the cliff on the morrow. Its 
members would explore this area and set 
up a small outpost if it appeared war- 
ranted. 


Behind Kirk were several scattered 


36 


clumps of coniferous trees, outriders of 
the looming forest which lay to the west of 
the camp. The sound he had heard, the 
sound which had brought him out on this 
quest, had appeared to originate from this 
area. This forest outcropping, therefore, 
had been the lieutenant's immediate objec- 
tive. Kirk gave one last, long, careful 
look at the camp. He could see the sentries 
making their appointed rounds, the quicken- 
ing life of a camp awakening to the sounds 
of his alarm. This was the only change 
Since the start of his excursion. Content 
that there had been no increased danger 
Since his departure, he turned and headed 
towards the outreaching forest. 


All of his senses were operating at 
optimum. Although he had no tangible proof 
as yet, Kirk was convinced that the noise 
he had heard was more than a simple noc- 
turnal forest sound. There had been too 
much an air of stealthy deliberation, of 
sentience. Kirk was certain, too, that in 
the depths of this forest would be found 
just the type of cover in which the enemy 
would quickly go to earth, safely hidden 
from seeking eyes. It was Kirk's hope that, 
having started out in pursuit almost im- 
mediately, he would at least get a general 
fix on his theoretical noise-maker. 


The tall, needle-bearing trees with 
their fragrant conic seeds grew more thick- 
ly here. Kirk checked the portable sentry 
probe he had brought with him, slung over 
his shoulder with his tricorder. The 
readings showed he was almost exactly at 
the spot from which the stealthy noise had 
come. 


Without much hope, he took a tricorder 
reading of the area. Other than readings 
compatible with small woods creatures, 
nothing. There was no sign of sentient 
life. He swung the tricorder in a large 
arc. Still nothing unusual. Finally, he 
directed the instrument towards the deeper 
reaches of the forest. Hundreds of readings 
flooded the tricorder's readout panel. It 
was impossible to pick out any single read- 
ing as belonging to the noise-maker--par- 
ticularly when several readings that could 
be read as ursinoid, or felinoid--and could 
conceivably be intelligent--now showed on 


the instrument panel. 


It was obvious to Kirk that his 
reconnaissance would have to be done the 
painstaking way. He set his rifle down 
and reached into one of the inner pockets 
of the landing jacket. He took out a 
rectangular case. From this, he drew 
forth a pair of night-optic-lenses, fre- 
quently referred to as 'owl-eyes' by the 
less reverent junior officers of the 
Farragut. And, indeed, the specially 
treated lenses did impart a certain 
‘owlishness' to the wearer. They were 
large, and blue tinted, and were set in 
a flexi-plas band which hugged the head 
Closely. Philosophically resigning him- 
self to never winning a beauty contest, 
the lieutenant donned the lenses and con- 
tinued with his search of the area. 


Even with the excellent night sight 
imparted by the ‘owl eyes', the lieutenant 
had difficulty at first spying anything 
out of the ordinary. This might almost be 
a pristine, virginal wilderness. There 
was no sign of intelligent life. Even the 
grass-like ground-cover underfoot appeared 
smooth, untrampled. The few broken twigs 
lying around could not be taken for evi- 
dence; they could have as easily been 
broken off by a strong gust of wind. The 
tall trees which roofed the sky held their 
secrets well. 


A stubborn inner sense insisted, how- 
ever, that he continue looking for some 
small shred of evidence that a sentient 
being had kept watch on the camp from this 
very location. His stubbornness appeared 
to be in vain at first. No evidence was 
forthcoming. 


Discouraged, almost unsure of his 
senses, he turned to go. He would take 
one more tricorder reading. If there were 
no definite sign of sentience, he would 
mark the location of the large ursinoid 
and felinoid readings, and then return to 
camp. 


Just then, a small night animal, 
alerted to instant response by the un- 
usual spate of activity near its home, 
darted from the root of the tree by which 
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Kirk was standing. The creature's paws 
churned up the ground in passing. A small 
pebble was turned up. It caught Jim's eye. 


He leaned over to pick it up. Straight- 
ening, he examined it, curiously at first, 
then more closely. Excitement grew in him. 
He brushed off all the clinging dirt. 
Scarcely larger than the nail of his fourth 
finger, the pebble was an opal-like gem- 
Stone. It was obviously not in its natural 
State. Faint though they were, the marks 
of cutting and grinding instruments could be 
discerned on the stone's surface. 


"All right, James T.," he said to him- 
self, "learn to take these things in stride. 
This stone could very easily be native to 
this world and could have been dropped here 
aeons ago." Kirk changed the setting on 
his tricorder from animal life to mineral 
readings. He then played the tricorder over 
the stone. Minute quantities of trigellium 
were in the gem--and trigellium, a very rare 
element, had not been listed on the initial 
geological survey of the planet. 


Keeping a tight rein on his excitement, 
he put the opalescent gem-stone into a 
small specimen pouch which, in turn, he 
tucked into a pocket in the lining of his 
landing jacket. Lt. Kirk then examined 
even more carefully than before the area 
around the spread of trees. No new evidence 
was found, however. 


Kirk unhooked his communicator from his 
belt and flipped open the sending grid. He 
began to call on Cunningham's band. "Lt. 
Cunningham, come in, please." His relief 
officer answered immediately. "Cunningham 
here. What is it, Jim?" 


"Meg, has geology sent in a follow-up 
report yet?" 


"Hold on please, Jim." There was a pause 
while Cunningham ran the reports received 
during the day through the small portable 
computer attached to the sentry command sta- 
tion. "Yes, Jim, SenComp shows a follow-up 
report received. Do you need any specific 
information?" 


"Were any traces of trigellium found in 


a natural state?" 


"Trigellium? No, no traces at all," 
came the anticipated reply. "A specific 
test was made today for elements in the 
gellium family. The only findings were 
minute traces of bigellium and artellium." 


Jim nodded to himself at this vindica- 
tion of his theory. "Meg, tell the canny 
Major he chose his landing site well. I 
just found a small gem-stone, obviously 
tooled, bearing traces of trigel lium. 
Sign of the original owner, though. 


No 
Our 


little camp spy could teach the Amerindians 


a thing or two about woods-craft." 


"A gem-stone? Jim, could your spy be 
female?" Cunningham questioned. 


"IT don't know, Meg. I suppose it's 
possible, although it's not really neces- 
sary. Intelligence reports would indicate 
that some upper caste male Kzinti warriors 
wear jeweled arm-guards, a carry-over, we 
assume, from the days when warfare was a 
bit more personal and strenuous, and the 
arm-guards served as armor protection 
during close in-fighting.”" 


Kirk completed his call, alerting Lt. 
Cunningham that he planned to press more 
deeply into the forest. He reaffirmed 
that he would report back to her regularly 
on a half-hour basis. Both Kirk and 
Cunningham then broke their connection. 
Kirk returned his communicator to its 
position on his belt. He picked up his 
rifle and checked that he had all his 
equipment. Adjusting his glasses a shade 
more comfortably, he entered the cool, 
hidden recesses of the wooded section. 


Jim was able to keep to a relatively 
straight path for the first several hun- 
dred meters. Then, as the undergrowth 
became more dense, he was forced to start 
following a more torturous path through 
the coniferous forest. At appropriate 
intervals he paused to sweep the area 
with his tricorder, checking for large 
life-forms. Both the felinoid and the 
ursinoid readings he had received earlier 
remained constant. 
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Kirk continued to press onward. He was 
young, and in the peak of physical condition- 
ing. He was finding this mission, despite 
its serious nature, a welcome break from the 
dull routine of shipboard life. 


Jim picked up several pine-cone-like 
objections. He put them in his pouch to take 
to Martinez, the Chief Botanist of the 
Farragut--and one of the most important mem- 
bers of the expeditionary force. In addition, 
the lieutenant kept eyes and ears open, 
making notations in his personal log from 
time to time of things which might prove of 
interest or value to the other experts of 
the Farragut crew: the graceful black and 
silver night flyer that glided past him, the 
small green-furred arboreal creatures that 
looked at him wonderingly from frog-like 
eyes as he went past, the variety of plant 
life growing here in the cool, fragrant, 
eternal shadows of the towering trees. Des- 
pite this, he never lost sight of his main 
mission, and maintained a constant state of 
alertness. 


The forest opened suddenly into a smal] 
glade. Jim checked his chronometer. Time 
to contact camp again. A large rock off to 
one side caught his eye, and he walked over 
to it. Using the rock as a bench, he sat 
down and took stock of the situation. He 
set the rifle down next to him. Before 
contacting camp he took another tricorder 
reading. There was still no change in the 
life-form readings he had read earlier. He 
pursed his lips and whistled soundlessly. 
Such a complete lack of change was beginning 
to seem rather odd to him. 


A thoughtful frown on his face, he pulled 
his communicator from his belt and flipped 
open the sending grid. "Lt. Cunningham, 
come in please, this is Kirk," he gave the 
familiar call once more. 


"All right, Kirk. 
thing new to report?" 


Cunningham here. Any- 


Jim was pleased to note that, despite 
the now extensive intervening forest, recep- 
tion was clear and precise. Unlike most 
"improvements" the last redesign of the 
communicator had been more than cosmetic, 
and had actually resulted in enhanced per- 
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formance. Jim still remembered the first 
communicator he had been issued at the 
academy: a primitive affair working on 
line-of-sight principles which bounced 
patterns off of any object in the way. 

It had been useless in large cities and 
forested areas and inside caves. 


“Nothing on our midnight visitor, Meg. 
But Life Sciences and Botany will have a 
hay-day with classification of some of 
the plants and animals I've seen here." 
He paused and looked around. With the 
thinning of the trees to form this pro- 
tected little glade, the sky had once more 
become visible. Two moons hung directly 
overhead, flooding the glade with silver 
and gold light. 


He took off his night-lenses. "Meg, 
it's absolutely perfect here. I honestly 
can't remember an alien world I've enjoyed 
as much as this. It must be very like 
Earth before the Industrial Revolution." 


"Survey reports show the correspon- 
dence with pre-Industrial Earth to be 
97.83%, the highest ever," Meg commented. 


"Well," Jim responded, "that would 
certainly account for the welcoming feeling 
I get from this planet." 


Not even the electronic circuits of the 
communicator could make Meg's laughter less 
than musical. It sounded now, and drew 
from Kirk and involuntary smile in return. 
"Jim, just make sure its only the planet 
that welcomes you. If the natives should 
decide to welcome any of us in a ‘friendly’ 
hug of brotherhood..." 


"I know, Meg, I know. It'd be more 
than my dignity that would be dented. My 
poor fragile body would be strained to the 
limit, too...not to mention the damage to 
our non-intervention directive." 


Meg sobered instantly. "Has there 
been any sign of natives, Jim?" 


"I've been getting some ursinoid 
readings on the tricorder, Meg, as well 
as some felinoid ones. Nothing to show if 
either is sentient, though." Kirk paused 
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thoughtfully. "The readings have been so 
steady, I suppose they could be from a 

herd, a pride, or what have you, of animals 
settled for the night. But it's strange to 
find ursinoid and felinoid readings so close 
together in nature." 


"Why not sentient beings ‘settled for 
the night'?" 


“The readings aren't right for that, 
Meg. The zeta level would be higher and 
there'd be some indication of subconscious 
mentation." 


"Unless the Kzinti or the Mandalarans 
have some way of masking your tricorder 
readings. Jim," Meg reminded him, "this is 
an alien planet. Anything is possible 
here." She went on, "What do you plan to 
do now? Is it worthwhile to continue on at 
all, or will you return to camp?" 


"As long as I've come this far, I might 
as well continue for a kilometer or so 
further on. Even if I don't get any new 
evidence of our spy, at least we'll have 
some additional knowledge about this forest. 


"All right, Jim. You're the one who's 
in the field. I'll speak to you again in 
an hour." 


Kirk acknowledged her message, then 
broke communication and returned the com- 
municator to his belt. He sat deep in 
thought for several more minutes. Then, on 
impulse, he changed the tricorder setting 
to mineral once again. He played the tri- 
corder in a large arc. Trigellium! Jim 
sprang to his feet. Holding the tricorder 
before him, he paced the boundaries of the 
peaceful-seeming glade. Trigellium readings 
came from every point around the circle. 
That could only mean--he pulled the communi - 
cator from his belt once more, but a sudden 
noise behind him caught his attention before 
he could recontact Lt. Cunningham. He 
whirled to face the sound, mentally berating 
himself for having left the rifle back where 
he had been sitting. 


A dark, slight form stood on the edge 
of the clearing, a form which held in its 
slender hands a thin, coldly gleaming piece 


of metal. It raised this now to point 
directly at Kirk. Before the lieutenant 
could gather more than an impression of 
the other end of its weaponry, the being 
fired on him. 


A cold blue light flashed from the 
front of the weapon. The light reached 
Kirk, enveloping him completely. To Jim, 
jt felt as though he had suddenly been 
wrapped in a blue-silver cloud. 
filled his eyes, his ears, his nose, his 
mouth. 
He could faintly make out a fragrance, 
an undertaste akin to thyme. He felt a 
faint chill, then all kinesthetic senses 
were deadened. Were it not for the musty 
taste still clinging to the back of his 
palate, he would now be cut off from all 
sensory input. 


With the taste of thyme still lying 
on his tongue, James Kirk lost all sense 
of consciousness and fell unheedingly to 
the ground. 


He awoke to pain. His head throbbed 
unmercifully and every nerve-ending had 
been rasped raw. The inside of his lids 
gritted with sand and his eyes burned 
from some corrosive substance. His lungs 
were congested, his mouth dry and parched 
and tasting of decomposed fish. A mal- 
odorous aroma, hinting of dead things 
rotting in stagnant ponds, hung about his 
nostrils. A harsh, grating, buzzing 
noise filled his ears. His heart was 
beating rapidly and his blood pressure 
was elevated. The least little movement 
hurt almost unbearably, as he found when 
he shook his head unwarily in an attempt 
to clear some of the cobwebs befogging 
his brain. 


Kirk gave a hollow groan. Despite 
his pain and discomfort he managed to 
maintain his sense of humor. "Whatever 
jt was, it'll never replace sleeping 
pills," he told himself. Then, though 
every bone, every joint, every muscle 
cried aloud at the abuse, he tried to 


The cloud 


Sight was cut off, as was hearing. 
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shift to a more comfortable position. He 
couldn't move. Bewildered, he fought to 
bring himself back into contact with the 
world. 


His eyes refocused slowly. He was 
trussed, hand and foot, and bound to a tree. 
He faced a large glade, the same or similar 
to the one he had been in when attacked by 
an unknown being. He must have been uncon- 
scious many hours, because it was no longer 
night. Mandalar's gaudy, lemon-colored sun 
shone overhead. Realizing how many hours 
had passed since his capture, Jim concluded 
that he had been moved while he was uncon- 
scious. Meg would have had a search party 
out to his last known location at his first 
failure to call in. However, no one was 
about. Kirk halloed loudly, but there was 
no response. 


He began to feel rather put upon. It 
was scarcely complimentary to be captured 
and then forgotten like this. He wondered 
if he had been left to starve, or perhaps 
to prevent one of the forest denizens from 
starving. Neither fate appealed to him. 


His hands had been pulled behind him 
and wrapped around the tree trunk. Because 
of the pain, he was forced to shift his 
body very slowly and very carefully. Never- 
theless, he was able to work his hands down 
the trunk until they touched the ground. 
This gave his bonds more play, and enabled 
him to feel blindly behind him for something 
with which to sever those bonds. His pa- 
tient search, conducted entirely by touch, 
was unrewarded. What stones and pebbles 
he could find were smooth, worn down by ex- 
posure to the elements. 


Kirk refused to give up. Somehow, he 
would have to free himself. Laboriously, he 
began to inch his way around the tree, 
trailing dirt, stones, and pebbles from his 
fingers as he did so. Recurring bouts of 
dizziness caused him to stop periodical ly 
for a rest. By the third such pause he was 
facing the forest. He shifted his head from 
side to side. What movement there was in 
the forest's dark recesses appeared due to 
the routine and random activities of forest 
creatures. He listened attentively, but 
could discern no sign of purposeful movement. 
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The pain was at last beginning to sub- 
side, and the various side effects of the 
weapon wielded by his unknown assailant 
were also fading. He could smell the 
pleasant, piney, damp-earth aroma of the 
forest once again, and his ears were no 
longer ringing incessantly. He was still 
thirsty, but at least his mouth no longer 
tasted of decay and corruption. 


With the pain level dropping swiftly, 
other, minor irritants began to assume 
disproportionate importance. Jim was 
drenched in sweat from his exertions and 
one persistently annoying drop had formed 
a rivulet down his spine. As feeling 
and sensitivity returned, he could feel 
the rough bark of the tree digging into 
his back, the exposed roots and rock- 
littered ground under him bruising his 
skin. 


Gritting his teeth, Jim once again 
began his painful search for a means with 
which to cut himself free. His slow, 
agonizing progress continued for perhaps 
three-quarters of the way remaining, 
still without success. Again he was 
forced to rest, to gulp air into his 
deeply labored lungs. 


He sat there several minutes, trying 
to determine his next step should he be 
unsuccessful in severing his bonds. The 
future, he had to admit, looked bleak. 
Nevertheless, he determined to continue 
actively searching for a release from 
his bonds. Taking a deep breath, he 
prepared to continue his slow, painful 
circumnavigation of the trunk of the 
tree. 


At that moment, he chanced to glance 
to his immediate left. A pair of leather- 
like half-boots stood in his immediate 
line of vision. Kirk offered up a silent 
prayer that the owner of the boots had 
not seen his as-yet-unsuccessful attempt 
to find a sharp implement with which to 
cut his bonds. 


Raising his eyes from the boots, Jim 
looked up at the owner thereto. The being 
facing him held a slender silver instru- 
ment--probably the weapon with which he 
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had been rendered unconscious--in the crook 
of its left arm. Its right hand, taloned 
with vicious-seeming claws, played with the 
handle of a short-bladed business-like 
dagger. Jeweled arm-guards adorned both 
wrists. | 


His captor, whom he was now seeing 
clearly for the first time, was obviously 
a felinoid. On each side of the being's 
head tufted ears stood alert, twitching at 
every slight sound; Kirk found that he was 
being steadily regarded by a calm, unwaver- 
ing stare from hooded, slit amber eyes which 
held in their bottomless depths unfathomable 
mystery. 


Most solidos Kirk had seen of Kzinti 

warriors showed them as rough-furred, 
tigerish beings who were massively muscled 
and formidly fanged. The being now confront- 
ing him was puma-lithe, slender, and silken- 
furred. It was also, most obviously, a 
mammalian female, a female of unearthly 
beauty. This puzzled Jim, since he knew 
from intelligence reports that Kzinti females 
were mentally inferior to the male, and, in- 
deed, were unevolved, almost animal-like. 
He could only assume that the being facing 
him was a mutant, a sport. This would also 
account for the subtle physical differences 
he now perceived. 


For several long moments Kirk and his 
captor silently confronted one another. 
Then, with a grace he found almost unbear- 
ably beautiful, she whirled and was gone. 
Jim thought of the fiery gem-stone which had 
led him thus far on this chase. In his mind 
there appeared a clear image of the gem- 
encrusted arm-guards the lovely feline war- 
rior had worn on each wrist. "Meg," he 
silently congratulated his fellow officer, 
"T'1] never mock woman's intuition again. 

It was a female Kzin." 


Wondering if he dared moved any further 
around the tree, Kirk carefully turned his 
head as far to the left as it would go. In 
spite of the fact that he had heard nothing, 
had received no inner warning of her pre- 
sence his captor had returned and once again 
was regarding him from somber eyes. 


Jim shook his head ruefully. "Gentle 


femme," he said conversationally, "you 
will have to teach me how to move so 
Silently. I can see where it will be 
necessary should our peoples continue 
to have dealings with one another." 


His captor made no immediate re- 
sponse to his words, but continued to 
Stare at him from golden, bottomless 
eyes. The sun on her black fur brought 
out deep blue highlights. She was clad 
in halter and shorts, an eminently 
practical outfit for forest surveillance. 
Jeweled knife and belt, encrusted arm- 
guards, gleamed in the sun. Other than 
the silver weapon she still carried, 
she bore no other encumbrance. 


Although Jim had heard nothing, the 
female's ears suddenly flicked forward. 
She whirled so quickly that her fine 
silken hair belled out behind her. She 
drew her weapon up to firing position 
in a single fluid gesture. From the 
forest just beyond, as quietly as had 
arrived his captor, came another furred 
female warrior. 


The lieutenant gave a soundless 
whistle. The female of this species, at 
least this strange mutant breed, might 
be no deadlier than the male, but they 
were certainly far more aesthetically 
pleasing. With their small bone structure 
and graceful bearing they might almost be 
another race, another species even. 


This second female was as lovely as 
the first. Body fur and long silken 


mane were pure white, eyes were deep green. 


She, also, was clad in halter and shorts, 
and wore leather half-boots on her feet. 
Jeweled arm-bands encircled each slender 
wrist. A gem-encrusted short-sword hung 
from a decorative belt girding her slim 
waist; otherwise, she was weaponless. 


The black-furred feline propped her 
silver weapon up against a tree. She 
then advanced to the center of the clear- 
ing. The white-furred female duplicated 
her actions. Both cat-beings halted in 
the center of the glade. They were now 
almost face-to-face. Jim's captor uttered 
a single world, "M'rell." The newcomer 


responded, "Lliress." 


Jim cursed the fate that had him here, 
tied to a tree, with no access to the uni- 
versal translator recently developed by 
Research and Development. As it was, he had 
no way of knowing if the two beings in front 
of him were greeting each other, identifying 
themselves, or issuing blood-duel challenges 
to one another. 


In a practised, almost ritualistic ges- 
ture, keeping their left hands raised, each 
of the felinoids placed her right hand on 
the nape of the neck of the other. They ther 
brought their heads close to one another. 
The Terran, watching closely, was irresist- 
ably reminded of two strange Earth-cats de- 
claring a momentary truce with one another 
while matters of pressing importance needed 
their attention. 


Jim wondered uneasily if he were the 
pending matter now before the two felinoids. 
Both felines dropped their hands, stepped 
back a pace, and began to converse in low, 
muted tones. An occasional glance in his 
direction left him in no doubt of the topic 
of the conversation--James T. Kirk! 


In the months since the Kzinti raiders 


had first made their presence known, several 
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of their messages had been intercepted. 
With the help of the universal translator, 
a rudimentary Kzinti lexicon had been 
developed. Jim had absorbed this knowledge 
through hypno-learning. He wondered now if 
it had been a successful "take" or not. He 
was unable to understand any of the conver- 
sation of the two female warriors whose 
personalities had come to fill the glade to 
overf lowing. 

Jim cleared his throat noisily. Im- 
mediately, two pair of slit eyes were 
steadily regarding him. Hesitantly, Kirk 
essayed at attempt at communication. 
"MLarada, Kzinti." That, if the intercepted 
messages had been interpreted correctly, 
should be general greeting on the order of 
"Hail, warriors." 


Green and amber eyes exchanged a long, 
measured look, then turned back to their 
contemplation of the Federation prisoner. 


Kirk took advantage of the attention they 
were paying him. Laboriously, he pieced 
together a message in High Kzin. "Lovar 
marmal. Kzinti memor. Prdil m'ralredar 
liral." 


He wondered if the aliens had heard 
the message he intended. "We are many. 
The warriors of Kzin are few. To insist 
on the satisfaction of pride would be a 
foolish thing." Jim could not be sure 
the felinoids heard or understood his 
message in its entirety. Had they been 
human, the looks they exchanged would 
have denoted complete bewilderment. 


The two felines addressed one another 
again, but continued to glance repeatedly 
in Jim's direction. From the continued 
repititions of the words "M'rell" and 
"Liress", and the context in which they 
were repeated, Jim deduced that Liress 
was the black-furred feline, his captor, 
and M'rell was the white-furred one. 


"M'rell. Liress." Kirk tried to 
get the correct intonation of each word. 
It was difficult, particularly since his 
vocal cords were not constructed to 
resonate to the purring undertones which 
formed such an integral part of the 
felinoid language. He was at least par- 
tially successful, for both alien war- 
riors broke off their conversation and 
turned to look at him. 


Liress, if that were indeed the name 
of the ebony-furred feline, approached 
him warily. Once again she placed her 


right hand on the hilt of her short-sword. 


Dagger-sharp claws tapped against the 
crystal facets of the bejeweled hilt sur- 
face. She threw a statement over her 
shoulder to M'rell, who responded with 

a short-clipped, almost snarled comment. 


Squatting, Llress held her left hand 
out to Kirk. The lieutenant looked per- 
plexedly at the taloned hand now only 
inches from his face. Although Llress's 
claws were sheathed, Jim could see that 
when extended they would form formidab ly 
Sharp, lethal cutting tools. He sensed 
that there was a purpose behind her 
gesture and that his correct interpre- 
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tation of that hidden purpose might mark a 
change in his relationship with these alien 
beings. 


Hesitantly, he looked from Llress to 
M'rell. Both felinoids were observing him 
closely. He closed his eyes in an attempt 
to recall the greeting they had given one 
another. Then he tried to correlate this 
with the observed behavior of the felines 
of Terra. Dangerous though it was to ex- 
tropolate alien behavior from Terran 
analogues, he had no other choice at present 
Since knowledge of the felinoids' species 
was very limited. 


Into his mind there came a picture of 
Maisy D., his mother's favorite mouser, 
sniffing curiously at an orphan kitten 
brought home one rainy night by his brother, 
sam. He remembered how close to one another 
M'rell and Llress had placed their heads. 
Perhaps the sense of smell played a much 
greater part in the rituals of these feline 
beings than in those of his own anthropoid 
peoples? 


Another growling comment from M'rel1 
hastened his decision. He doubted if he 
could be in a much worse position than he 
was in already. Kirk very loudly, very, 
very ostensibly, gave a sniffed greeting. 
All the while, he tried to keep a steady, 
reassuring hum throbbing in his throat. 

A faint fragrance akin to talcum or baby 
powder was exuded from Liress's skin. Jim 
twitched his nose and sniffed again. He 
tried to interject an interrogative tone 
into his sub-vocal humming. 


Jim realized that, to someone not fami- 
liar with first contact procedures, his 
actions would appear ludicrous in the ex- 
treme. But xenopsychology had been one of 
his favorite subjects at Starfleet Academy-- 
and, indeed, the area of first contact had 
been his second field of specialization, 
as command had been his first. Kirk there- 
fore realized that no sound, no gesture, no 
movement that enhanced communication, that 
strengthened contact, was ludicrous. The 
final test was in the degree of mutual un- 
derstanding and rapport established. 


Jim heard M'rell's harsh snarl cut off 


abruptly. What seemed to him a question- 
ing note appeared in her voice. Opening 
his eyes, he saw that the white-furred 
feline had come over to LIress and was 
Standing by her shoulder. M'rell and 
Llress exchanged a long, silent look. 
Kirk wondered briefly if much of their 
communication was on a non-verbal level, 
or if they were capable of ultra-sonic 
sounds. Either eventuality would make 
it difficult to establish total communi- 
cation with these feline-beings. 


Hesitantly, almost shyly, M'rel] 
caressed Jim's cheek with a gentle, patting 
motion. Jim could feel the silken-soft 
texture of her fur, could sense the 
tightly wound strength in her slender body. 
She said something softly to Lliress, and 
it was noticeable that the harshness had 
disappeared completely from her voice. 
Llress rose. The two felinoids began 
to pace the clearing, agitatedly discussing 
something all the while. 


They stopped only when, in his heavily 
accented High Kzin, Jim once again began to 
laboriously compose a statement. "Miarada, 
Kzinti. Prdio kredvar?" That, if his 
memory served him correctly, should mean, 
"Hail, warriors. Must we be enemies?" 


M'rell and Llress again spoke serious- 
ly, concernedly to one another at his pause 
for thought. They seemed to reach some 
conclusion almost simultaneously for they 
gently touched each other's face, then 
turned as one and walked back to Kirk. 


Llress knelt down and began to untie 
the bonds on Kirk's feet. M'rell, standing 
facing him, began to speak in highly 


accented High Kzin. "Kzinti nelovar. Lo- 
var Caitian. Kzinti kredvar." 

Jim grew tense with excitement. If 
he had understood M'rell correctly!! He 


formed a question, grew impatient with 
himself at his inability to think more 
quickly in the heavily intonated Kzin 
language. In response to his question, 
M'rell repeated her words and Liress echoed 


them. Both felines laid stress on the word 
Caitian. Jim cursed the loss of his trans- 
lator. If he could only be sure of the 
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correct wording and meaning of the High 
Kzin both he and the two females were using! 


Before they could reach total under- 
standing, a sudden mewling cry, followed by 
a thunderous roaring, came from the depths 
of the forest beyond. M'rell gave a high- 
pitched snarl of fury, whirled quickly, and 
raced back into the forest. Llress, who had 
finished untying Kirk's feet, jumped to her 
own feet. She looked down at the Terran, 
Cra a moment, then ran quickly after 
M'rell. 


Jim struggled against the bonds stil] 
imprisoning his hands. "M'rell! Ltress! 
What is it? Come back!" he shouted after 
them. They did not respond, did not turn 
back. 


A throbbing, trumpeting cry echoed once 
again, punctuated by the splitting, snarling 
yowls of angered cats. There was a heavy 
crashing as of bodies being thrown about in 
a wild fury. To Jim's straining ears it 
sounded as though the entire forest were 
being uprooted in a pitched, heated battle. 


The sound of battle grew fiercer and 
even more clamorous. It drew closer to the 
glade where Jim still sat imprisoned. Sud- 
denly, with the fury of an exploding sun, 
three tangled bodies erupted into the open 
area in front of him. 


M'rell and Liress were battling a huge, 
eight-foot-tall, ape-like beast with mottled 
brown fur. Both felines were fighting 
furiously, but to Kirk it appeared to be a 
losing battle. 


M'rell had leaped up on the ape-beast's 
back. Her legs were wrapped around its 
chest. One arm was tightened around the 
huge creature's throat and her taloned fin- 
gers were twined into his thick coat of fur. 
In the other hand she held her dagger, and 
was trying to sever the beast's jugular 
vein with it. So thick and matted was its 
fur, however, she was finding the task im- 
possible. 


Llress, meanwhile, had also drawn her 
dagger. The black-furred feline was boldly 
attacking the ape-beast from the front, 


trying to find an exposed, vulnerable 
vital organ into which to plunge her 
short-sword. Despite her speed and 
agility, she could not reach the ape- 
beast. The constant windmilling motion 
of the beast's great arms drove her. off 
each time she approached. 


Neither M'rell nor Llress was able 
to break away from the unequal battle 
long enough to recover the silver weapon 
which still lay propped against the tree 
where Liress had left it. Jim threw a 
desperate, longing look at the strange 
weapon. If only Liress had had time to 
undo the bonds on his hands! He strained 
again and yet again against the imprison- 
ing bonds which kept him tied helplessly 
to a tree while the two feline warriors 
sought to battle off a marauding creature 
larger than the two of them together. 


One of the infuriated beast's air- 
deadening blows struck Llress. The re- 
doubtable female warrior's slender form 
was thrown clear across the glade and 
landed with a heart-stopping thud. Her 
head struck a rock with a clearly heard 
crack. 


Jim winced at the sound, and redoubled 


his efforts to free himself. The bonds 
which held him, weakened and frayed by 
the constant friction he had applied to 
them when he circuited the tree, finally 
separated. Kirk quickly sprang to his 
feet and ran to pick up the slender, sil- 
ver weapon. 


He looked the weapon over hurriedly. 
So far as he could judge, it would fire 
if he pulled any one of several levers. 
Jim threw a worried glance over his 
shoulder to the ape-beast. The creature 
had managed to drag M'rell from his back 
and was shaking the slight feline back 
and forth furiously. Then it dashed her 
to the ground. 


The ape-beast lumbered over to one 
of the trees and pulled off a branch as 
thick as one of Kirk's thighs. Turning, 
it headed back to the unconscious body 
of M'rell. It raised the unwieldy branch 
over its head, club-like, as though to 
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strike the feline's recumbent form. 


Kirk whirled to face the ape-beast at 
its first move away from M'rell. He pointed 
the weapon at the beast and pulled a lever. 
Nothing happened. He pulled a second lever. 
Again there was no apparent response. In 
desperation, he pulled the last movable lever 
just as the beast began to attack M'rell with 
the club. 


This time a blinding beam of golden light 
flashed from the end of the weapon. The ape- 
beast was enveloped in a sparkling nimbus. 
The halo of light flashed from gold, to 
yellow, to a deadly corposant hue. The halo 
then contracted, seeming to seep into the 
creature's body, and the beast dropped to the 
ground with a dull thud. 


Kirk approached the ape-beast slowly, 
and cautiously prodded its body with the 
butt-end of his weapon. It was quite, quite 
dead. Jim looked around for the two feline 
warriors. Neither was moving. He set his 
weapon aside and went over to M'rell. 


The white-furred alien lay there limply, 
breathing very shallowly. The snowy purity 
of her coat was now besmirched by large 
stains of orange blood oozing from a deep 
cut on her temple and from several other 
serious body wounds. 


Kirk searched through all the pockets of 
his landing jacket. They had been thoroughly 
cleaned out during the time he was uncon- 
scious. His small medi-kit had been taken, 
and nothing remained with which he could 
make an attempt at treating M'rell's wounds. 


Biting his knuckle in frustration, he 
finally took off his landing jacket. Then 
he picked up M'rell's dagger, which had been 
shaken from her grasp by the brutality of 
the ape-beast's attack on her. With the 
dagger, he cut a swatch of material from his 
velour tunictop. He carefully wiped the 
blood away with this piece of material. He 
then wadded the landing jacket into a ball, 
which he placed under M'rell's head. 


as much for M'rell as he 
over to where Lilress still 
In spite of the sharp 


Having done 
could, Jim went 
lay unconscious. 
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impact with which she had struck her head 
when thrown aside by the slain ape- 
creature, no blood dulled the gleam of 
her black fur. Her left arm, however, 
was bent beneath her at an unnatural 
angle. Offering up a silent prayer to 
Bastet for guidance, Kirk slowly brought 
her arm out from under her. Thankful 
that she was still unaware, still im- 
pervious to pain, he tentatively ran his 
fingers up and down her arm. The ana- 
tomical details differed from his own, 

of course, but Llress's arm was definite- 
ly broken. 


The lieutenant straightened and 
flexed taut muscles. He looked around 
for something he could utilize at this 
moment. He sent another prayer, this 
one of thanks, winging to Bastet when 
he found, almost immediately, a tree 
branch the proper size. With M'rell's 
dagger Jim was able to pare off excess 
leaves and bark, leaving him with a 
smooth piece of wood suitable for a 
splint. 


Jim went back to Llress. Kneeling, 
he placed his hands as gentle as possible 
on her broken arm. Trying to synthe- 
size his knowledge of human anatomy and 
of Terran feline physiology, Kirk set 
the arm as well as he could. He then 
cut another long strip of velour to 
serve as padding, put the denuded branch 
in place, and fastened it with strips 
cut from his trousers. 


He looked from Llress to M'rell with 
awry smile on his face. "If we don't 
get back to civilization soon, gentle 
femmes, I'll soon be running around the 
woods naked. Think what that would do 
to your reputations!" 


A soft stirring sounded from the 
woods behind him. Kirk raced over to 
the silver weapon which he had set aside 
when working on the wounded felines. 
Hefting the weapon in his hands, he 
crouched low and waited for the forest 
to reveal its secrets. 


Expecting the worst, perhaps the 
mate of the ape-beast he had slain, he 
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was unprepared for the being who stepped 
from the sanctuary of the tall trees. Tawny 
furred, golden maned, with turquoise eyes 
alert for any sudden move on his part, she 
was dressed in a short golden skirt, a 
golden halter, and a turquoise velvet cape. 
In her arms was an infant scarcely more 
than three days old, wrapped in a piece of 
amber satin. She was, quite obviously, of 
the same race that had given birth to M'rell 
and Liress. 


Remembering the greeting exchanged by 
M'rell and Llress, Jim slowly, carefully, 
laid the silver weapon he was carrying on 
the ground. He was taking a risk--the 
forest might now be filled with feline 
sharp-shooters waiting for him to disarm 
himself--but felt that the situation more 
than warranted such a move of trust on his 
part. 


Holding his left hand up, as he had 
seen M'rell and Llress do when they first 
greeted one another, he slowly advanced to 
the slender, tawny feline. Bearing in mind 
the words that M'rell had tried to make 
clear to him, he greeted the lovely new- 
comer in his halting High Kzin. "Hail, 
noble lady of Cait. I am Lt. James T. Kirk 
of the Federation." 


The felinoid purred a response to his 
words. Holding up her own hand, she said 
slowly, in the highly accented High Kzin 
he had come to expect, "Hail, Jamessakirrak. 
Cait greets you. I am Dr'anya." 


She placed her head next to Kirk’ and 
gave what he now recognized to be a cere- 
monial sniff of greeting. He was sure 
that, with olfactory senses at least ten 
times greater than his own, his scent, his 
basic smell, had now been categorized and 
memorized so that Dr'anya would never forget 
him. As best he could with his limited 
sense of smell, James repeated her sniffing 
action, a move which seemed to please her 
very much. 


Just then a groan sounded from where 
Llress lay. Jim and Dr'anya, startled out 
of their attempts at communication, both 
looked over towards the black-furred feline. 
Llress had gained consciousness and was 


trying to struggle to her feet, but the 
improvised splint on her arm was making 
it difficult. 


Kirk went to her side and, exercising 
extreme caution with her injured arm, 
helped her up. Gravely, Llress inclined 
her head and said, "I thank you, warrior." 
She then caught a glimpse of Dr'anya for 
the first time and her eyes dilated with 
surprise. 


She greeted Dr'anya in the strange 
language that Jim now knew to be Caitian. 


Dr'anya looked at her somewhat re- 
provingly. "Speak to me only in the words 
of the eaters-of-flesh, so that Jamessa- 
kirrak may understand, my sister," she 
admonished Llress. 


In confusion, Llress said, "Yes, my 
lady, of course. But you, what...?" 


"All is well, Llress," Dr'anya assured 
her. "Neither I nor the two kits were in- 
jured in the ape-beast's attack. Hrair 
and Prtr got us safely away while you and 
M'rell bravely attacked the monster." 
Dr'anya softly touched Llress's face. 
"Again you have all but offered your life 
for my safety. Thank you, my sister- 
warrior." 


Jim, who had been following this inter- 
change with interest, interrupted at this 
point. "My lady," he struggled over the 
somewhat harsh-sounded syllables of the 
High Kzin words, "I am glad--indeed, I am 
honored--to have been of some assistance 
to you. But how do you come to be on 
this planet? I am a part of a peace- 
keeping force of the United Federation of 
Planets. We tracked a life-boat from a 
Kzinti raider to this planet, and I have 
been searching for the escaping marauders. 
I have found no Kzin, but I have found 
you." Llress snorted derisively at this. 
Jim's face lightened momentarily as he 
said, "I stand corrected. You found me. 
Be that as it may, I do find myself won- 
dering just who you are, my women of 
mystery." 


Completely serious again, Jim con- 
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tinued his questioning of Dr'anya and LIress. 
"You are Caitians, a people with. whom we of 
the Federation have had no dealings? You 
are not friend to the Kzin, but, rather, 
foe?" 


Turquoise eyes met hazel in a silent, 
measuring gaze, flicked to gold for support 
and affirmation, then returned to hold hazel. 
The tawny furred feline leader raised her 
right hand and held it extended towards Jim, 
fingers spread, thumb crossed against palm. 


After an initial hesitation, and some 
judicious prompting by Llress, Jim repeated 
Dr'anya's gesture. Tail flicking approval 
of his participation in this ritual, 
Dr'anya spoke the ancient words as written 
by the Old Ones. 


“Jamessakirrak, you are a stranger to 
our fires, alien to our blood, and out- 
worlder to our home of Cait. Yet you have 
risked your own life for one of ours. 
Know, then, stranger-who-has-been, that 
you are of our hearth, of our blood, and 
of our world, brother-warrior-who-is. 
Know, then, your history as it relates to 
deeds of the present." 


As Dr'anya spoke, James was able to 
piece together much of what had happened. 
As he had surmised, the three felines were 
members of a race with whom the Federation 
had not yet come in contact. Calling them- 
selves the Caitians, their race shared a 
common genetic heritage with the Kzinti. 
Yet, over the millennia, racial, cultural, 
and social differences had developed. 


Smaller, slighter, and more graceful 
than the Kzinti, with subtle anatomical 
and physiological differences, the Caitains 
were also more philosophical, more artistic, 
less militaristic, and less imperialistic 
than the Kzinti. Moreover, among the 
Caitians male and female were both fully 
developed evolutionari ly--and were co-equal 
culturally. 


Cait was a much richer system than 
Kzin, and the Kzinti frequently raided the 
Ships of their distant cousins. It had 
been in one such raid that Dr'anya, a mem- 
ber of the Caitian High Council, had been 


captured along with her entire household, 
and with several other high-ranking 
government officials. 


The Kzinti were planning to hold the 
Caitians for ransom. They were particu- 
larly well-pleased that Dr'anya was 
pregnant and about to give birth. This 
raised her monetary value enormously, 
and placed her in danger of enslavement 
rather than ransom. 


But before the Kzinti plans could 
come to fruition, the USS Farragut had 
struck. In the confusion the Caitians © 
had managed to arm themselves and escape 
in a life-boat. In unfamiliar space, 
pursued by a task force from the Farragut, 
unsure of who were enemies or who were 
friends, the Caitians--not realizing that 
Mandalar was inhabited--sought refuge on 
the planet. 


The stirring adventure that Dr'anya 
related to Jim continued to have tragic 
overtones. The life-boat had crashed on 
landing. More than one-half of the 
Caitian refugees, including Dr'anya's 
life-mate, had died in the crash. Only 
Dr'anya, M'rell, Llress, and six others 
had escaped unscathed. 


"We saw your pilot-ship land, 
Jamessakirrak," Dr'anya concluded, "and 
we watched very, very carefully for any 
Sign of hostility on your part. We saw 
you leave your camp. Not knowing what 
your purpose was, we kept you always un- 
der watch. We kept most carefully out 
of sight, and trusted to the diffusion 
power of our guard-stones to interfere 
with any tracking equipment you might 
have with you." Dr'anya smiled. "You 
are persistent, my brother. We had to 
move our camp when it appeared that you 
might head directly towards it." 


Llress, who had let Dr'anya recount 
to Jim the history of their present mis- 
fortunes, interrupted at this point. "It 
was only when, by sheer accident, you 
seemed to become aware of our presence 
that I stunned you." 


Jim grimaced. "About that weapon of 


49 


yours..." As he described the symptoms he 
had had on awakening, the two felines 
listened in amazement. 


"But, Jamessakirrak," Llress protested, 
"the drijana has no after-effects at all! 
It simply sends one into a calm, peaceful 
Sleep. And the death it brings'‘on the kill 
setting is the kindest death we know...like 
entering a dream-state." 


Jim looked at the black-furred feline. 
"Llress, you forget that my physiology is 
quite different than yours. I assure you. 
The effects of the drijana on me were far 
different from dream-like. Nightmarish 
would be more precise. But I am curious. 
Why did you finally begin to untie me?" 


"The Kzinti had warned us not to expect 
aid from your ship. They said that the 
beings attacking the Farang were simianoid 
monsters who hated all beings not ape-like. 
They said you killed or enslaved all races 
you came in contact with, and we'd be even 
more ill-treated by your people than by 
theirs." 


"But you did not conform to this pattern. 
my brother-warrior. You tried to greet us 
in Kzin, and, even bound, you offered peace. 
You tried to greet us in our own manner, 
even though your sense of smell appears to 
be much inferior to ours. These mediatory 
attempts were not the actions of the monster 
the Kzinti had led us to expect. We decided 
to trust you, and I started to untie you. 
But at that moment Dr'anya and the kits were 
attacked and needed us." Llress's eyes 
darkened momentarily as she looked to where 
M'rell still lay. "M'rell...M'rell does 
not awaken. Our numbers grow steadily 
fewer." 


Jim strode across the small clearing and 
knelt at the side of M'rell's still figure. 
Worriedly, he checked breathing, respiration 
and other vital signs to the best of his 
ability. He looked over to Dr'anya. "My 
lady, I do not know the signs of illness 
in your people, but to me, M'rell appears 
to have a raging fever. Are any of your 
people skilled in medicine?" 


Dr'anya and Llress exchanged worried 


looks. Dr'‘anya turned back to Kirk. 
"No, Jamessakirrak, they are not," she 
said grimly. "He who was our healer for 
both mind and body died at the hands of 
the Kzinti." 


Jim looked back at M'rell. To his 
untutored eyes it looked as though 
delirium might be starting. She was 
beginning to moan fitfully, to toss and 
turn, to cry out in Caitian. "Then, my 
lady, may I recommend that you call 
your people together so that we can 
head back to the Federation camp? We 
have a doctor there who may be able to 
help M'rell." 


Dr'anya searched his face as though 
unsure of the Kzinti words he used. "My 
brother, when I saw you tending to the 
wounds of M'rell and Llress, even though 
but a short while earlier they had held 
you prisoner, I knew that you were trust- 
worthy. Battling the ape-beast was a 
thing that you could have done for your 
own good only. After all, if the 
creature killed M'rell and Llress, what 
was to keep it from attacking you? But 
to aid the injured, the injured who had 
been only enemy to you--this was dif- 
ferent. I felt that I had nothing to 
fear from you, and I revealed myself." 


The golden feline paused, then held 
out her hand. “Have I not just said 
that, despite our differences, we are kin? 
My words would be as naught if, at this 
first test I did not trust my kins-man. 
Come, my brother, let us seek your camp." 


Kirk gathered M'rell's body into his 
arms, then straightened. Dr'anya pulled 
a communications device--apparently 
without translator, Jim noticed--from 
her belt and spoke into it softly. In 
response to her words, six other Caitians 
--two women, one carrying another infant 
dressed identically to the child in 
Dr'anya's arms, and four males--slipped 
silently from the forest to the small 
glade. Dr'anya spoke to them briefly 
in their own language. Kirk momentarily 
became the cynosure of all eyes as the 
newcomers silently weighed Dr'anya's words, 
and himself, in the balance. 
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The six conferred, then a spokesman, 
one of the male aristocrat-warriors, turned 
to Dr'anya. Agreement must have been 
reached, because Dr'anya faced the Terran 
proudly. Raising her right hand again in 
a now familiar gesture, the tawny felinoid 
said, "Shall we go, Jamessakirrak? Shakk 
alar?" 


The small party set off in the direction 
of the Federation camp. 


Seven months later, when the Farragut 
was ordered to Cait as part of a diplomatic 
mission, a special ceremony was held. A 
grateful Caitian government awarded the 
Karagite Order of Heroism to Lt. James T. 
Kirk of Starfleet. The auspiciousness of 
the occasion was heightened by the fact that 
this was the first time in history an out- 
worlder had received this high honor. 


The award ceremony was attended by 
many prominent beings from any number of 
Federation and allied planets. Starfleet 
chose to mark the occasion by presenting 
Kirk with a special commendation for his 
successfully completed "first contact" with 
the Caitians. Already there was talk of 
Cait entering the Federation as full 
Standing members. 


And in the audience a young Caitian 
sat with her parents, both of whom had been 
with Dr'anya's party on Mandalar. Her ima- 
gination caught fire from the stories of 
adventure and bravery being told, and she 
realized that new legends were being created 
in front of her eyes. M'ress began to 
dream... 


First Causes 


Many ancl intricate are the causes of 
tebellion. Scholars are agreed that the 
glorious Rebellion to Restore the Repub- 
lic, waged from 7SPE through 90PE, was no 
exception. Indeed, the many interlocking 
factors whitch inevitably led to the dis- 
affection and revolution of systems as 
scattered ancd separated in their goals as 
Alderaan-of-memory, Corell, Tatooine, 
Bespin, and others are only now being un- 
earthed. Certain it was that inflation 
drove down the purchasing power of the 
people, and that droid/clone labor left 
billions upon billions to subsist on the 
dole. Those:replaced by the d/c labor 
pools were pacified by bloody games and 
free meals. Splinter groups sprang up, 
and the disenchanted and disenfranchised 
looked for a leader. They founda fiery 
queen of freedom in the young senator 
from Alderaan, Leta Organa, who... 


Lord Vader strode down the halls of 
the Senate, his mind on the coming debate 
with Alfson Mattering of Quistar. The 
doddering old fool would inevitably 
raise the tariff issue, and that would 
Split the Senate into its separate factions 
long before Vader wanted the sides drawn 
so clearly. There had to be some way to 
turn the old man's mind... 


The problem intrigued Vader. Mattering 
was Force-blind, and so not susceptible to 
the subtle influences Vader could bring to 
bear against any others who might oppose 
him. But somehow, Vader was sure, there 
was a plan that could work--if only he 
could find it. 


Fully occupied with the problem at 
hand, Lord Vader scarcely noticed when he 
bumped into someone. Idly, one corner of 
his mind registered that it was the pretty 
little Organa brat, newly sworn in to fill 
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Alderaan's vacant Senate seat. Vader 
had no time to stop and apologize, but 
he made a mental note to send the child 
some Flowers and a note at the first 
opportunity. As for Mattering... 


A small but growing band of his- 
tortans, revisionists all, and all 
tainted with Imperial synpathies, insist 
that the most important elements of revo- 
lution lie in the personalities of the 
people involved. Their posturing is, on 
the face of it, arrant nonsense. As 
though the sainted Leia Organa, Lady of 
the Rebellion, could be other than a just 
and gentle ruler who was forced to turn 
reluctantly to rebellion to correct the 
ills of society... 


Leia Organa picked herself up from 
the floor and glared at the retreating 
figure of the Dark Lord of the Sith. 

The arrogance and bad manners of the. 
Emperor's right-hand man grew every day. 


~ Someone, she thought darkly, should take 
the Lord-High-and-Mighty Darth-Get-Out- 


of-My-Way-Peasant Vader down a peg or 
two. 


Leia reached into her pocket, fin- 
gered the piece of paper someone had 
Slipped into her hand as she passed 
through the crowds outside the Senate 
building. The Alliance to Restore the 
Republic, eh? She stared after Lord 
Vader until he disappeared from view. 


Pursing her lips, she nodded. It 
was worth it, to teach that insufferable 
brute a lesson! 


I'm only surprised that these revi- 
stonists--whose scurrilous tales include 
repetitions of the old canard that Captain 
Han Solo had to be paid to fight, and that 
Luke Skywalker, founder of the Jedi school, 
had neither training nor wisdom to pass on 
--think we will be ignorant and stupid 
enough to fall for their lies. 


The causes of rebellion are much more 
complicated than these simplistic fools 
would seem to imagine. Long live our 
glorious revolution, and its glorious 
heroes! 


Revolution and the Republic, 


Theora Raslun. The Universiry 
of Corell free Press, Corell: 
156PR. 


52 


(m 


Queen’s Gambit 


Three months. Three months, with 
each day a year, each second an hour. 
Three months. And what to show? Not 
adamn thing, Han. Just a hint of 
where you are. Leia's hand tightened 
into claws over the emptiness. Taking 
a deep breath, she forced her body to 
relax, fastened her mask of rigidly 
maintained calm in place once more. 


She faced General Rieekan. "I 
don't think I heard you properly, 
General. What do you mean, we can't 
check out the rumor?" 


The tension in the general's 
cramped office aboard the Alliance 
Flagship Vincegetorix could have been 
cut with the vibro-blade she'd taken 
to hiding in her boot. The general 
wore the harried look of a man at 
the end of his tether. He clicked 
off the holocube and pushed it across 
the table to her. 


"We don't have time, Princess. 
Not to investigate something this 


chancy. After we locate a new base 
and we--" 

"No." The mask slipped. "I will 
not wait. If you can't send someone 


to Grenfell, I'll go myself." 


The general rubbed the back of 
his neck wearily. "You can't, Leia." 


"Oh? Give me one good reason." 
She folded her arms across her chest. 


"You're too valuable to the 
Alliance. We can't risk--" 

"We can't risk? No, General. You 
have nothing to say in the matter. I 
am not part of your military, and am 
not under your command. I choose what 
I am to do with my life. No one else. 
And I choose to find Han." 
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The general studied her with 
measuring eyes. "You'll be heading into 
the heart of the Imperium on a wildfire 
chase." 


She raised her chin to its most 
imperious level. "Maybe not. I won't 
know unless I try. And I will try." 


The general's harassed air returned 
full measure. "Princess, with nothing 
to go on but that holocube message, you 
don't stand a chance to find Solo." 


Leia took firm hold on her desire to 
lash out impatiently at the general. 
That would only lose her ground, make 
him doubt her motives and her judgment. 
As reasonably as she could, she said, 
"We don't know that, General. This is 
the best lead we've had since Chewbacca 
and Lando came back from Tatooine with 
nothing but sand-flea fever." She eyed 
the general warily. Unlike Dodonna, 
Rieekan was a difficult man to convince. 
She tried a wry smile. "Damn it, Gene- 
ral, you know I'm not needed around here 
while you're searching for a new base. 
And as long as Han's missing, I can't 
Stay just twiddling my thumbs. I want 
to feel as though I'm doing something 


useful." 


The general shook his head. "We 
can't afford an escort, Your Highness." 


Leta smiled tightly. "I won't need 
an escort. I'll have Chewie and Lando. 
And the Falcon. Or will you detain 
them for the 'good of the Alliance'?" 


Rieekan ignored her question. He 
frowned. "That ship's rather well- 
known by now." 


Leia's face iced over. "It will 
hardly be used. But if the connection 
is made, this rescue will add to its 
legend. Let Vader know who--" 


"Vader?" The general leaned forward, 
his hands flat against the surface of the 
desk, his gaze sharp. "So our guess was 
correct, then? Jabba the Hutt never did 
get Solo's body?" 


Leia shook her head. "All the clues 
and rumors point right back to one per- 
son." She frowned and rubbed her brow 
wearily. "I don't know, for some reason 
of his own Vader seems to have had second 
thoughts about trapping Luke on Tatooine. 
The body's gone, and until that holo 
came, no one knew where it was." She 
met Rieekan's gaze squarely. "Now it 
seems obvious." Ancl damn you to a 
traitor’s place in hell, Vader. 


The general straightened, his face 
a study in conflicting emotions. Leia 
knew he could see the driving urgency 
that underlay all her actions, but he 
wanted to protect her, even if from her- 
self. 


He couldn't. No one could. And 
if Rieekan didn't grant her 'request' 
for a leave from her official duties, 
she'd let him know in no uncertain 
terms what he could do with his rebel- 
lion. 


Although she kept her impatience 
bottled as closely as she could, the 
message seemed to sink in. Rieekan 
fingered the worn volumes on his desk, 
then looked up at her. "All right, 
Leia. And if you get into trouble 
use your call letters to let us know. 
We'll get you out somehow." 


Despite her desire not to rouse 
his suspicions, Leia flashed him a 
scathing look. "Right. And then you'll 
send in someone to rescue them, and 
someone to rescue them, and someone to 
--Look, General, if I get caught it's 
my own damn fault. This is my mission. 
I have to go. But you can't risk any- 
one else." 





General Rieekan nodded thoughtful ly, 
and for a moment Leia wondered if she 
had overplayed her hand. Then he said, 
"And that is the problem, isn't it? 
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The risk? When are you leaving, Leia? 
Luke's due back from recon--" 


Leia returned Rieekan's gaze. He 
was no fool. If he decided the risk of 
sending her was indeed too great-- "I'm 
not sure yet, General. There are some 
repairs still necessary on the falcon, 
and some loading to be done." Like her- 
self, before Rieekan could change his 
mind. 


Her face hardened into a mask as im- 
penetrable as Vader's. "I will return," 
she said. "With Han." 


Rieekan stared at her silently. He 
started to say something, then shook his 
head wearily. He held out his hand. 
"Good luck, Princess." 


Lando looked up from the control con- 
sole as Leia entered the cockpit of the 
Falcon. "Any trouble?" 


She smiled grimly. "The general 
wasn't pleased, but I convinced him." 
And if I didn't, we'll soon be too far 


gone for... 


Lando snorted. "I wish you hadn't. 
This isn't a pleasure jaunt, Leia." He 
readjusted the setting on the navicom- 
puter. 


Leia stared at him in disbelief. A 
pleasure jaunt? Did he think she wanted, 
she needed this mission for the fun of 
it? She glanced at Chewbacca. The 
wookiee had paused in his repair work to 
listen, furry head cocked to one side 
and a faintly worried expression wrinkling 
his broad forehead. 


Damn them both! She wasn't about to 
snap in two, not now, when she finally 
had something to'do. But their solici- 
tude unnerved her. 


"T never thought it would be a 
‘pleasure jaunt', Lando. You forget. 
I've been in Vader's hands twice now. 
Believe me, I know how merciless that-- 
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that thing that was once a man can be." 
"Then why--" 


She pushed down a sudden spurt of 
anger. Lando was truly worried, and 
not just being deliberately annoying. 
But it was so difficult not to remember 
that he was responsible for Han's loss. 
And the painful awareness that at one 
time she had made the same choice, the 
fate of the one sacrificed for the fate 
of the many, spurred her need to find 
Han. 


"Lando." She spoke calmly, ratio- 
nally. Her word reflected none of the 
torment and guilt within. "I'm the 
only one with the contacts to trace 
this rumor on Grenfell." 


He flicked an interested glance at 
her. "Contacts?" 
Leia nodded. 
among others." 


"Lady Varvari Wenlow, 


Lando raised a questioning brow. 
"Another aristocratic rebel?" 


For a moment, Leia's mood light- 
ened. Vari? A rebel? Vari, who would 
do anything for a friend, but whose 
idea of political involvement was re- 
membering to register as a voter? 
"Actually, no. 


"She what?" 


"Writes lurid fiction," Leia re- 
peated obligingly. "She writes under 
the name 'Argenelle Stardancer'." 


"Argenelle-- Right." He closed 
his eyes as though in pain. From the 
expression on his face, Leia guessed 
he'd read at least one of Varvart's 
books. He shook his head. “That's 
fine. But can you trust her?" 


His simple question brought the 
past crashing back full force. "Can 
you trust him?” "No...but he's a 
friend. A friend. A friend." 
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She writes lurid fiction." 
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"Ves," Leia said flatly. "I can 
trust her." She picked up a pair of 
hydro-spanners. 


"T don't like it, Leia. You're not 
the only renegade Imperial. Why can't 
you send Tavor-Kassalt, or Morga's- 
datter, or Arbawen, or--" 


Leia did not look up from her repair 
work. "They'd run the same risk of dis- 
covery I will, and they don't have my 
experience and training." 


She could feel Lando studying her. 
"What experience and training?" he asked 
doubtful ly. 





Leia sat back on her heels. "I was 
fourth in my class at--" Now, what 
had Varvari always called that special 
training? Ah, yes. "--at ‘spy school'." 


Lando slid a sidelong glance at 
Chewbacca. The wookiee shrugged and 
scratched his furry head. The new cap- 
tain of the Falcon glared at the 
Alderaan princess. '"“'Spy school'?" 


Leia nodded. "I learned all sorts 
of useful things. How to set or defuse 
bombs, hand-to-hand combat, precision 
shooting, cat-burglary, sabotage, 
piloting spaceships, stealing them--" 


“Commando training?" Lando inter- 
rupted in disbelief. 


"That's right," Leia said. She could 
see Lando measuring her five-foot frame 
against some impossible scale of over- 
romanticized derring-doers. Well, let 
him laugh. The only one who hadn't had 
been Varvari. Varvari, who'd said she 
had not the least intention in the worlds 
of joining her friend Leia in ‘spy 
school', but who listened sympathetically. 
Varvari, who still managed to get an 
occasional personal letter for Leia to 
one or another of the Alliance blind 
drops, and who always managed to have 
some new tidbit of information that the 
princess could pass on to the high com- 
mand. 
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“Commando training?" Lando repeated, 
his voice squeaking. "Come on, Leia. 
You're a princess. Why would--" 


She nodded. "That's right," she 
Said once more. "And when father dis- 
covered how deeply I was involved in the 
Alliance, he insisted I know the basics 
of espionage. My life might depend on 
it. He said that idealism was all very 
well in and of itself, but to succeed, 
it needed training and experience backing 
it up." 


"Haaniawriaarn." 


Leia's startled glance flew to the 
wookiee's face. Her intensive study of 
Chewbacca's language over the past three 
months was paying off. She could under- 
stand his comment perfectly, but--like 
Han? Yes, come to think of it, sometimes 
Father had sounded like the Corellian. 
She nodded once more. "They'd have 
gotten along well, Chewie." She reached 
up, ruffled his fur. Then she bent back 
to her task, and only the tightening of 
her mouth revealed the extent of her 
double loss. 


Final repairs concluded, they made 
their pre-flight check-down. Lando spun 
his chair to face Leia. "You still want 
to go through with this?" 


Leia said nothing, but the look she 
threw him spoke volumes. Damn you, 
Calrissian, will you PLEASE get this tub 
going. Rieekan's not stupid. If he ever 
clecides...shit, that’s all I need. To 
spend the next two months under observation 
for a ‘slight fever of unknown origin’... 
and he'd do it, too, if he thought I'd... 


Lando held his hands up in a warding- 
off gesture. "All right, all right, just 
checking." He turned back to the console 
and flicked on the comset. '"Vincengetorix, 
this is the Falcon. All systems are go, 
we are ready to depart." 


The chief control officer's voice, 
distorted by static, came through the com- 


o/ 


We're dis- 
Good luck." 


set. "All right, Falcon. 
engaging the docking tube. 

"Graouurioor." Chewbacca hooted 
a mournful farewell. 


"Right, everyone, see you--wherever. " 
Lando eased the falcon away from the 
Vincengetorix and out of the crowded 
Space-lanes surrounding the massive 
cruiser. 


Leia's gaze went to the canopy. 
Their home galaxy hung in space before 
them, the Core a hot, blazing jewel of 
eternal light. And somewhere in that 
burning brightness, Han. The falcon 
streaked toward that blazing center 
and, when the ship was safely away from 
the Alliance fleet, dopplered into 
hyperspace. 


They flickered out of hyperspace 
thirty standard units from the cross- 
roads planet of Andrha. Traffic in this 
sector was dense, as Andrha served as a 
clearing house for three-quarters of 
the most heavily populated and indus- 
trialized worlds in the Imperium. 


"All right, Princess," Lando faced 
her, “we've permission to land at the 
main port. That phony ID's holding up 
well. What next?" 


Leia checked her chronometer. 
"We'll just make connections with the 
passenger liner Imperial Lady. We'l] 
take that to Karman, then transfer to 
the Empress Tivian for Grenfell." 


Lando looked doubtful. "Isn't that 
a rather round-about way of traveling?" 


As though she didn't know. When 
each extra minute was a file rasped 
across .already lacerated nerve endings. 
"Yes, it is round-about. And it should 
help confuse any trailers we may pick 
up. I'll use an Imperial title when I 
contact Varvari. And this," she gestured 
to her tight jeans and snuggly fitting 
muslin top, her work clothes aboard the 


Falcon, “hardly looks Imperial." 
Lando's eyes sized her up. "Hardly 
Imperial," he agreed. 


She knew exactly what she looked 
like. An ‘independent’ trader. A 
space-rogue. A smuggler. Someone who 
could casually be identified as "Solo's 
woman', with every right to be running 
his ship. 


"And since it'd not go over well for 
an Imperial lady and her entourage to 
dock on Grenfell in this ‘hunk of junk’, 
well..." 


Lando's gaze narrowed. "We switch 
IDs and backgrounds each time we make a 
move?" 

Leia nodded. "Upgrading each time." 

Lando shrugged and turned back to 
the console. “If you say so, Leia. 
You're the one who went to 'spy school’. 
It seems awfully shaky, though." He 
glanced at Chewbacca. 


"Oooriouriawrlool," the wookiee 
agreed. 


Leia shifted impatiently in her seat. 
"Right. And what do you two want? Fly 
in in the Falcon, announce our presence 
to every Imp on the planet, blast up half 
the capital to get out again, and run the 
risk of their transferring Han?" 


Lando and Chewbacca exchanged another 
speaking glance. Lando thoughtful ly 
ran his fingers through the neatly trimmed 
beard he'd grown as an aid to disgquise-- 
not that it would aid that much in a real 


emergency, but then, he'd refused to bleach 


his skin. "Leia, the rumor of Han's pres- 
ence on Grenfell is only that. A rumor. 
We don't know for sure--" 


"He's there. I know it. And we'll 
get him out. I promise." Not there? Oh, 
sweet merciful Morga. He has to be there. 
He's there. I know it. I do. 


Conversation lagged as they directed 
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their attention to landing the Falcon. 
The landing was routine and uneventful. 
Within minutes they were racing down 
the narrow corridors of the commercial 
section of the spaceport to the 

landing bay assigned to the Imperial 
Lacy. 


They made it with but seconds to 
spare. A harried-looking steward led 
them to the suite Leia'd reserved for 
them. The princess slammed the door be- 
hind the steward and collapsed on the 
bed. 


"Gentlefem and hom alShutran?" Lando 
asked, brows raised in disbelief. 


Leia glared up at him. "You'd 
prefer Princess Leia Organa and ex- 
administrator Lando Calrissian? I had 
to use something for our names." 


"Gentlefem and hom?" Lando repeated. 


"Want a divorce?" Leia asked, chin 
at an arrogant angle that spelled 
trouble for anyone who opposed her. 


"Princess, I can think of nothing 
more unnerving than being married to 
you." He paused, and eyed her with the 
same healthy respect he'd give any 
beast of prey. "All right, Leia. Spill. 
What else do you have lined up for me?" 
A soft growl from the wookiee reminded 
him to add the rider, "And for Chewbacca?" 


Leia began to pleat the coverlet. 
"I thought the IDs out very carefully," 
she said defensively. 


"I'm sure you did. But I still have 
a bad feeling about this." 


Leia didn't comment. 


The Imperial Lacy made her duly 
scheduled stop on Karman, and the young 
married couple, gentlefem and hom 
alShutran, debarked--looking, were any- 
one to have taken the time to notice, 
much more respectable and affluent than 
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when they first boarded. 


Within an hour of landing, the 
alShutrans disappeared, and Noblefem 
Arrissa Entwerp, accompanied by her 
chief accountant, Whit Harrenberg, 
boarded the Empress Tivian. 


The Noblefem kept to her suite 
aboard the Empress. Leia's thoughts, 
her burning need, were all centered on 
one goal: to find Han. And anything 
that did not directly relate to this 
goal was discounted completely. 


"Leta, the ship won't go any faster. 
Stop pacing. You'll wear yourself out 
before we get to Grenfell." The princess 
did not respond, and Lando added, "Would 
it make you feel any better if I got out 
and pushed?" 


Leia spun on him, the memories his 
unthinking words had raised stabbing 
her to the quick. "Would it help if I 
got out and pushed?" “It might. It 
might. It might." "Don't..." She 
stopped further protest. No, of course 
he had not intentionally scraped her 
raw wound. He'd not even been aboard 
the Falcon when she and Han-- 

"Princess? You all right?" 

She nodded slowly and took a deep 
breath to calm herself. 


"What's wrong, Leia? Did I say 
something--" 
"No. It's all right, Lando. I-- 


It's something I have to work through 
myself." But damn it, you make it so 
hard. Why does so much you do and say 
remincd me of Han? Oh, sweet Morga. Han, 
what tf-- No. You will be there. Uou 
will. I know it. Her thoughts were 
trapped, confined. TI know it. 





The public address system overrode 
her thoughts. "Attention, all debarking 
passengers. Please report to the shuttle 
bay for transportation to the surface." 


Leia glanced at Lando and he nodded 
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in understanding. He went to the 
connecting door between the bedroom 
suites, knocked. "Okay, Chewbacca. 
We're ready to go." A soft growl an- 
swered. 


With their goal almost in sight, 
Leia did not falter in her driving 
urgency. She hurried her group down 
the cruiser's corridors to the shuttle 
bay where they were to board the surface 
transport. Too slowly for Leia's liking, 
the emerald orb of Grenfell swelled to 
fill the viewports. 


"And what after this incarnation?" 
Lando asked in a soft aside. 


Leia glanced around to ensure they 
were unobserved. "The Lady Drea Mallora 
will book rooms at the most exclusive 
hotel in Corolem." 


Lando shook his head admiringly. 
"You go right to the top, don't you?" 


"Of course. Besides, my contact is 
right at the top." 


Lando rubbed his bearded chin 
thoughtfully. "This Lady Varvari Wenlow 
of yours. Will she know who the Lady 
Drea. Mallora is?" 


Leia nodded. 
and I--never mind. 
ognize the name." 


"Oh, yes. In fact, she 
But yes, she'll rec- 


"Shuuriaariouurgh." Chewbacca 
quietly drew their attention to the 
loading shuttle. 


This landing was also uneventful, 
and Noblefem Entwerp and her entourage 
faded into oblivion. Shortly thereafter, 
the Lady Drea Mallora swept into the 
Hotel Imperator and demanded to be shown 
to her suite. A sycophantic employee 
scurried to conduct the small party 
there, and within minutes they were 
securely ensconced in a set of rooms 
that would have graced the emperor. 


Leia ran a quick scan of the room. 
Unless the Empire's researchers had come 
up within the past few days with some- 
thing their 'reader' couldn't detect, 
the suite was surveillance free. 


Lando looked unbelievingly at Leia. 
"Damnall, I almost didn't--hell, I 
didn't think you could do it. But you 
really have! Guess they taught you 
something useful at that 'spy school’ 
after all." 


Leia, rooting around in the expen- 
sive leather luggage she'd purchased on 
Karman, didn't answer. She pulled out 
an official-looking brown gabardine 
uniform and passed it over to Lando. 
"Here, This is yours. Put it on." 


He looked at the private operative's 
uniform distastefully. Leia could tell 
he was about to make a sarcastic comment. 


"For Morga's sake, Calrissian. Stop 
being difficult and put the damn thing 
on!" 

"Here?" 

She shrugged. "I don't care." 


The look he threw her did not bear 
close examination. "No, you probably 


don't." He eyed her up and down. "What 
about you?" 
Her smile was malicious. "I will be 


dressed as befits my station." 


He shook his head in resignation. 
"Something tells me I'm not going to like 
this," he muttered to Chewbacca. The 
wookiee returned an open-mouthed grin. 
Lando crossed to his room. 


Leia examined herself carefully in 
the full-length mirror. She checked out 
the swirling brown and gold design she'd 
drawn around her eyes and down her cheeks 
and across the tips of her breasts. She 
nodded. She'd defy anyone to recognize 
her under that body-paint and make-up. 
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Now for her hair... 


With impatient fingers, Leia 
finished looping up the last strand of 
a seemingly intricate coronet of braids 
just as Lando knocked on the adjoining 
door of their suite. 


"Come in," she said. She laced on 
her golden sandals and called Chewbacca 
into the room. She looked at Lando 
carefully and nodded in relief. The 
uniform fit well. She'd made a good 
choice. If they were all ready--damn! 
Almost forgot. 


She picked up a jeweled gold collar 
from the dresser. "Here, Chewie. You'll 
have to wear this while we're in the 
city." 


"Nawiar." Chewbacca's response was 
simple, to the point, and most emphatic. 
It was also damned unwelcome. 


"Chewie, you have to put it on. A 
collarless wookiee on the streets will 
be shot on sight. And you'll not be 
much help to me or Han dead." 





Lando nodded. "Grenfell's a closed 
Imperial world, Chewbacca. And you 
know yourself, on such planets wookiees 
aren't accepted as intelligent within 
the meaning of the Sarlston Act." 

Chewbacca snorted. "Haaruairaraaw- 
jaraawghiar." 


Lando grinned. "Maybe not, but the 
law doesn't concern itself with humans, 
Corellian or otherwise.” 


The wookiee said it was a damnfool 
piece of nonsense. 


Leia glared at them. "Of course it 
is," she said. "But it's also the way 
the law works. And if we can't fool 
them into thinking you're a ‘tame wook' 
you'll have to stay in the hotel." 





"Nawiar." Chewbacca answered even 
more determinedly this time and Leia 
knew he was remembering the last words 
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of his captain, of his friend. “Take 
care of the princess. Vou have to fake 
care of her." And Chewbacca would, she 
knew that. 


The wookiee glared distastefully at 
the golden collar with its vicious 
electrical prods. He touched one of 
those prods, murmured angrily. 


Leia's lips tightened. Pain? Of 
course the damn collars inflicted pain. 
But what did that matter when the pain > 
of her own desperate need for Han ate 
through her guts like cancer? Han. Oh, 
gods, but I need you. I need-- No. 

She had no time for this. "No time for 
our sorrows.” Never enough time. 


"Damn it, Chewbacca, this 1s neces- 
sary, or I wouldn't ask it. You know 
that." 


Lando shrugged. "Besides, it's just 
for show. I took out the pain mechanism 
and replaced it with a communications 
pickup and a hidden mike. So you don't 
have to worry about any Imperial meting 
out 'justice' if you don't jump fast 
enough to suit him." 


Grumbling ill-naturedly, Chewbacca 
allowed Lando to fasten the intricately- 


chased collar around his throat. "Nawiar 


droliar." 


Lando grinned. "I wouldn't think of 
jt. Though, no that you mention it, it 
does look rather ni--" He subsided 
laughingly as the wookiee raised a huge, 
furry fist and shook it in his face. 





"Are we ready?" Leia asked impatiently. 


She looked from the collared wookiee to 
the gambler, resplendent in a deep brown 


uniform with an emblem--Lady Drea Mallora's 


signet--worked in gold over his heart. 
"Let's move." 


Lando's gaze raked her from head to 


toe. "And just where, if it's necessary, 


are you going to hide a weapon in that 


wisp of nothing laughingly called a dress?" 


She flicked an impatient glance at him. 


"Lando, I'm only going to trace out the 
rumor we got back at headquarters. Why 
should I need a weapon? This dress is 

the very tip of fashion here, the type 

of thing Lady Drea'would wear. That's 

all that matters." 





Lando's glance was frankly appre- 
ciative, male to female. "You wear it 
as though to the manner born." 


"T was." Leia's response was royal 
ice. "Ready, Chewie?" 


The wookiee directed a lowering gaze 
at the slight princess. "Naariurghorsh." 


She reached out to him. "It won't 
be that bad, Chewie. I promise." 


The wookiee's snort was more 
eloquent than words. 


"Let's go. We're wasting time." 
Leia took a last look around the hotel 
suite. It looked as it should have, 
were they whom they were supposed to be: 
the Lady Drea Mallora, First Lady of the 
Duchy of Renasy, and her two bodyguards, 
Hal Cador and the tame wook Baccatheofor. 
All personal possessions in the three- 
room suite would only lead curious 
searchers, should there be any, back to 
those personalities. Nothing would 
lead them to Leia Organa or the Alliance. 


Lando looked around the suite. He 
frowned. "Leia, where are you getting 
the money for this deal, anyway?” 


She smile, a cool, malicious smile 
that did not reach her eyes. 


Lando nodded. “Right. Ask a stupid 
question," he muttered. He looked at 
Leia thoughtfully. "Princess, do you 
realize you've probably broken more laws 


in your very short life-span than Han 


and I put together? With Chewbacca 
added for good measure?" 


Leia's smile became almost real. 
"Han says I'm the best ship-thief he's 
ever met." “Help me steal a couple 
space-ships, Han?" "Right, Princess. 


You really know how to get a man's 
interest." And if it hadn't been for 
that--no. Mustn’t think that. Mustn't. 
Not my fault. Not. Jabba-- 


Her mouth became a slash of pain in 
her face once more. "Let's get the hell 
out of here." 


Wide, tree-lined streets marked the 
sector capital of Corolem, Grenfell's 
major city. Despite Lando's fears, the 
trio attracted no attention. The sight 
of a noble lady strolling through the 
heart of the city, even during early 
evening hours, with her bodyguard and 
a pet wookiee was not unfamiliar. They 
passed several such groups, one of which 
included a tall female guard holding a 
half-tamed serval-cat on a leash. 


Seeing the latter, Lando said in an 
aside to Chewbacca, "Be glad she stopped 
at the collar. Imagine wearing a jeweled 
leash!" 


The wookiee flashed him a lethal 
glare. Lando grinned and walked on. 
Entering the upper-class residential 
area, they soon approached a large, royal- 
ly proportioned house that was set back 
on a lawn so well-tended it looked mani- 
cured. Leia motioned them to stop. 


The house was ablaze with lights. 
Extravagantly dressed people could be 
seen in scattered groups on the 
Sweeping lawns and, through the floor- 
length windows open to the balmy: summer 
evening, in the seemingly cavernous main 
function halls within. 


"Trouble?" Lando asked. 


Leia shook her head, the feathery 
wisps of hair at her temples dancing 
with the movement. "No. Varvari knows 
we're coming. I called her from the 
hotel. She warned me about the party 
then. But this way, we blend into the 
crowd and no one'll realize we're here." 
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Lando flicked a quizzical glance 
at the princess, but said nothing 
further, content to let her lead the way. 
They mounted the wide stairs leading to 
the enclosed porch area. A blue-skinned 
Slarian, tall and slender in claret 
livery, bowed to them. 


Lando blinked in astonishment as 
Leia rose to the occasion. The hounded, 
driven princess disappeared as though 
She had never been. In her place stood 
a stranger. "The Lady Drea Mallora," 
the stranger said in tones of such insuf- 
ferable boredom that Lando felt the urge 
to slap her, hard, and snap her out of 
it. She waved a languid hand at Lando 
and Chewbacca. "And party, of course." 


The major-domo bowed again, and 
escorted them within. He stood at the 
top of the double stairway leading down 
to the large ballroom. "Lady Drea 
Mallora," the Slarian announced. "And 
party." The mockery in his deep voice 
was so subtle it could have passed 
unnoticed. Lando glanced to Leia, but 
she seemed oblivious to any insult. 
She swept down the stairs, the seal- 
dark panels of gold-threaded gossamer 
floating out from her body. Lando 
mentally shrugged and followed. Chew- 
bacca brought up the rear. 


A cosmopolitan mixture of races and 
sexes filled the large hall. A seven- 
piece band stationed at the far end of 
the ballroom played soft background 
music. 

“Drea? Oh, sweet Morga, it is-- 
Drea!" They'd hardly reached the foot 
of the stairs when Leia was hailed by 
a tall young woman whose gleaming 
honey-brown hair, caught up behind her 
ears with ruby pins and falling in a 
Satin curtain to her waist, immediately 
captured Lando's attention. 


His gaze slid over her face, which 
was pleasant, with smooth, fair skin 
and blue eyes, but scarcely memorable. 
It was the figure revealed by her two- 
piece outfit--a choli and many-layered 
gauzy skirt the rosy color of watered 


wine--that kept his attention on her. 


"Hal. Hal!" He became uncomfortably 
aware that Leia was calling him. He 
lifted his gaze and surprised the object 
of his attention in a rosy blush. A shy 
Imperial? Too bad they were here on 
business. That might have been: worth 
checking out. 


He turned to Leia and bowed. 
my lady?" 


"Yes, 


"If you value your position, Hal, pay 
a bit more attention to your employer's 
desires," Leia said coldly. 


Lando offered up a silent prayer to 
the votary guardian of gamblers and 
scoundrels that he was not actually in 
Leia Organa's employ. She made him feel 
--uncomfortable. Polite and reserved, 
sometimes even companionably friendly on 
the outside, she nonetheless made him 
feel she was measuring him for a tomb- 
stone, and had already chosen the 
epitaph: Here lies Lando Calrisstian. 
He betrayed his friend. 


It was strange, because she'd never 
really given him any cause to doubt her 
good will--at least, not since their 
escape from Bespin. And yet, sometimes, 
when he glanced up from a routine chore, 
he'd find her looking at him. Just 
looking, but with an expression of cold, 
avid hunger on her face. And each time, 
he'd known she was thinking of Han. 


Leia gestured to her friend. "Hal, 
this is the Lady Varvari Wenlow. You 
are to consider her orders the same as 
mine." The princess turned to Chewbacca, 
who had been silent since entering the 
house. "Bacca, that holds true for you, 
too." 


Chewbacca gave a soft growl of 
agreement. Lando hid his surprise at 
Leia's words. Surely that was extending 
trust, in a situation that might be more 
than dangerous, rather far? Well, as 
he'd said earlier, Leia was the one who'd 
gone to ‘spy school’. 
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He bowed once more in a token display 
of obedience to Leia's command. Since he 
followed Leia's orders only so far as he 
wanted--sort of--following the Lady 
Varvari's in the same way shouldn't be 
too hard. 


Leia turned back to Lady Varvari. 
Making no attempt to lower her voice, she 
said, "It's been such ages since I've 
seen you, Vari. I couldn't resist coming 
for your birthing celebration." 


Lady Varvari nodded and headed the 
small group toward one of the garden win- 
dows. "True, my angel. But I know how 
busy you've been lately. I was surprised 
to hear from you tonight, but I've gotten 
all ready for you." She gave a self- 
pleased smile. "Come, let's talk." They 
stepped through the floor-length window 
into the garden. 


They walked to one of the deserted 
areas of the garden in silence. Then, 
with a whirl of claret-hued skirts, Lady 
Varvari turned to Leia and hugged her. 
She set the princess at arms' length 
and looked over the smaller woman 
critically. She nodded decisively and 
patted the slend ruby-and-gold chain 
riding her full hips with an air of 
complacency. 


"Listen, my sweet, I've been testing 
Sevaran's miniature distorter and it 
works like a charm. Even if someone 
managed to plant transceivers or spy- 
eyes around her, though Morga alone knows 
why anyone would bother, they'll] pick up 
nothing but static from us. So, Leia- 
my-sweet, Leia-the-rebel-princess, speak. 
Tell all." She reached out to tilt 
Leia's chin toward her. "Leia, what is 
going on? You look like hell." 





Strange. Lando'd been thinking 
Leia looked just fine in the ribbons- 
and-nothing concoction that passed as 
an aristocrat's formal evening gown. 
And of all the mothering idiots, the 
Lady Varvari Wenlow took the prize, 
blazoning real.names around so freely. 
Just who the hell was this ‘Sevaran' 
person, anyway? Surely they deserved 





more than Lady Varvari's casual 
assurance that her distorter--which 
sure as hell didn't look like any dis- 
torter he'd ever seen--worked? 


Lando cut an inquiring glance to 
Chewbacca. The wookiee shrugged and 
wrinkled his black nose.in bewilderment. 
Lando looked expectantly to Leia. for 
Morga’'s sake, Princess. Tell that upper- 
class idiot to shut up, will you? 


Leia ignored his pointed glance and 
reached up to grab Lady Varvari's wrist. 
"You don't know how much I've missed you." 


The taller woman smiled and brushed 
back a strand of Leia's hair. "Yes, I 
do. Because I've missed you just as 
much." She shook the princess by the 
shoulders. "And I've been worried sick 
about you, while you knew I was perfectly 
safe. Not a word in six months, Leia! 
A cryptic note about being glad winter 
sports were always your favorite, then 
nothing until you call me up to say 
‘Drea Mallora' would be pleased to 
attend my birthing celebration. And 
you expect me not to worry? It won't 
scan, Leia. This is me, Varvari. Not 
some two-mil planetary president you 
can con the pants off." 


"Oh, Vari!" To Lando's intense 
surprise, the cracking of Leia's voice 
sounded like a little girl about to 
cry. Leia? But she doesn't--she never 
--not even when she saw what happened 
to Han, or when Boba fett got away, or 
when we rescued Luke. She--Leia doesn't 
know how to cry, she doesn't need-- 


With a muffled sob, Leia threw her- 
self into the Lady Varvari‘s arms. 
Varvari. hugged her tightly, rocked back 
and forth with her. Leia cried in 
earnest, racking, hard-drawn sobs that 
came from the very core of her person. 
Her slender body shook under the fury 
of her emotional storm. 


Her ragged sobs hurt Lando un- 
believably, and he sensed that Chew- 
bacca felt just as hopeless. My gods, 
the pain. And I thought it was pride 
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driving her, that she cared hardly at 
all. Bitterly, he realized he'd mis- 
taken iron control for a lack of 
emotion. 


Varvari. finally got Leia's sobs 
calmed. She led her to one of the 
carved stone benches scattered through- 
out the garden. Lando and Chewbacca 
automatically took up guard positions at 
either end of the bench. 


"All right, Leia. After that dis- 
play, don't try to fob me off with one 
of your 'Oh-I 'm-just-working-too-hard- 
you-know-how-difficul t-it-is-to-run-a- 
rebellion' excuses. The truth, little 
one." 


Hoth. Bespin. Han. Leia's 
explanation was short, succinct, and to 
the point. The other woman listened 
with interest, nodding when the princess 
was through. "That fits well with the 
stories Lucius has heard at the gover- 
nor's palace. A new 'prisoner' for whom 
no guard is necessary, and in whom the 
Lord Vader is taking a deep interest." 


Leia's hands clenched. Lando 
watched the rigidly controlled mask 
slip into place over the face of the 
very young, very frightened woman who 
had cried in Varvari's arms. "Vader's 
here?" Leia asked. Her voice chilled 
Lando. © 


Lady Varvari shook her head. "No. 
But rumor says he'll be on-planet by 
endweek." 


Leia took a deep breath. "But why, 
damn him, why? Does he still hope to 
use Han to lure Luke back?" 


"Luke? Oh, Luke 'I'm-here-to-rescue- 
you' Skywalker? That young Jedi of 
yours?" 


Leia nodded. 


Lady YVarvari bit her lips and eyed 
Leia thoughtfully, then plunged ahead. 
"Leia, it's not only the Lord Vader 
who's interested in young Skywalker." 


Leia shrugged. Vari, J 


don't understand. 


"I'm sorry, 
Who--" 


"Well, our library was recently, uh, 
‘vandalized’, and--" 


"Threw a couple of books around, did 
you?" Leia interrupted. 


Lady Varvari ignored her and con- 
tinued. "We needed ‘'help' in reorga- 
nizing Father's collection, so I decided 
to 'borrow' the chief Imperial librarian 
for a spell. You'll never guess who's 
been given the post, Leia. Lucius--" 


"Varvari, the story?" 


"Well, one thing led to another, and 
what with the tie-in to the Imperial 
Central Computer and Phoenix's affinity 
for mechanical intelligence, we've been 
able to uncover some great bits of in- 
formation for you." 


From the expression on her face, 
Lando could tell that Leia was unsure 
whether to laugh or cry. She closed her 
eyes, and he could see her counting un- 
der her breath. The princess opened 
her eyes and gave the taller woman a 
Shake. "Varvari, I love you dearly, 
but if you do not get to the point, and 
stop digressing all over creation, I - 
will KILL you!" 


Lady Varvari grinned at Leia. 
"Fierce little thing, aren't you?" 


"VARVART!" 


The other woman sobered and gave 
Leia a quick hug. "I'm sorry, my pet. 
I guess it's just the excitement of 
having you all to myself after so long." 
She sat back. "It's the Emperor, Leia. 
He's directed all the librarians and 
the genealogists in the Imperium to 
hunt for any and all information and 
references to your obscure little Jedi- 
to-be." 


"And this started out as such a 
simple little rebellion," Lando muttered 
with a sinking feeling. 
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‘Lady Varvari once more. 


Leia glared at him, then turned to 
"Vari, that 
unknown prisoner of yours is Han. I'll 
get him out of there as quickly as 
possible, but that will have to wait 
until tomorrow." 


She paused and her eyes narrowed 
in concentration. "My best bet will 
be to make it look like an official 
transfer of prisoners. I've got the 
right ID, but we'll have to pick up 
uniforms from one of the rebel cells in 
the capital." She turned to Lando. 
"You did say there was an A-grav built 
into that--that--" She obviously could 
not continue and Lando just nodded. 


She rubbed her head as though trying 
to stave off a headache. "It's strange. 
I've been so rushed, I can't--" She 
Shook her head once more, turned back 
to the Lady Yarvari. "You've some news 
for me?" 


Lady Varvari hugged herself with 
great glee. "Wait till I tell Lucius 
and Sevar that they missed seeing your 
face when I tell you. That'll teach 
them not to miss my birthing parties 
any more!" 


"Varvari." Leia's voice sounded 
very tired and put upon. "Varvari, my 
sweet, if you don't tell me what your 
great information is you never will see 
my response, now, will you?" 





Lady Varvari whipped a ruby pin 
from her hair and held it out to Leia 
with a flourish. "The Warltawk system 
is ready to go rogue, Leia-my-sweet- 
rebel-princess, and here's all the in- 
formation you need to contact the six 
major underground cell leaders." She 
looked incredibly pleased with herself 
--and completely unconcerned that she 
had just committed High Treason--with 
a capital High. 


Oh, my God, Lando thought numbly, 
she thinks this ts all a damn joke, or 
a Stralmed play. And now she's waiting 
for the director to say "Cut". 


The hairs on Leia's neck rose. “What 
the hell do you three think you're DOING?" 
she yelled. 


Varvari's expression of well-pleased 
anticipation faded and she looked hurt 
and bewildered. "But Leia, we thought 
you'd like it, you know you need a new 
base, and with your birthing day coming 
up and--" 





Leia snatched the hairpin out of 
Varvari's hand. Waving it in the air for 
emphasis, she scolded furiously, "Varvari, 
this is NOT a joke. Damn it, this isn't 
like that damned Alliance Anthem, or the 
‘Organa Line of Revolutionary Beauty 
Products', or that exploding nail polish, 
or--" She stopped with the sudden cold 
realization that this, too, could be laid 
to her door. 


She had been so desperate to keep 
open the lines of communication with 
Lucius, Varvari, and Sevaran--especial ly 
after Alderaan, when they were all that 
remained of her past--she had let herself 
fall into the habit of writing them 
beautifully slanted 'revolution-can-be- 
fun' letters that found their way to the 
recipients by way of one or another of 
Han's information networks. 


And she had to admit, she had always 
looked forward to their responses. The 
'gifts' they sent their ‘rebel princess’ 
never failed to brighten her day, and 
always reminded her that there was more 
to life than fighting a losing battle 
against insurmountable odds. 7 


To date, Lucius, Varvari, and 
Sevaran had been relatively safe from 
the Emperor's anger. What, after all, 
had they been guilty of? Corresponding 
with an attainted traitor? Sending her 
an occasional gift that just might be 
turned into a weapon by the Alliance's 
R&D teams--and then again, considering 
the sleep-gas-powderpuffs, might not 
be? Nothing they had done, until now, 
would have called for more than a stiff 
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fine, especially with Lucius entering 
a good word for Varvari and Sevaran 
with the Emperor. 


But this-- Leia looked in horror 
at the ruby hairpin, so innocent and 
yet so potentially deadly. This was 
treason indeed. Not even Lucius would 
be able to talk them out of this if the 
Emperor found out. 





And the worst part of it was, Leia 
thought in guilty exasperation as she 
tucked the pin into one of her braids, 
she damnall intended to make use of 
their mistake. 


Varvari looked confused and slightly 
angry. "But Leia, we spent so much 
time hunting for just the right gift 
for you." 


Leia shook her head. "Right. The 
perfect gift for the rebel princess who 
has everything. And why? We haven't 
won any major battles for two years, 
we just lost Hoth, we--" 


"True. But you've also kept the 
Alliance alive this long, Leia. And 
against the full military might of the 
Empire. No one expected that." 


"The fight is still worthwhile then." 


Varvari cocked a questioning brow 
at her friend. "Do you ever doubt it?" 


Leia thought of the nights, of the 
memories of missing friends and of lost 
Alderaan. She nodded. “Sometimes. 
When I'm alone. Or at night. When I 
remember the deaths." 


Varvari hugged her friend. "Well, 
if it gets too much, you can always 
come home again. Lucius will smooth it 
over with--" 


Leia gave a sharp laugh. "Vari, 
I'm not playing at being a rebel, you 
know. This is real." 


Varvari nodded. "Of course it 
is," she said in a tone of such innocence 





that Leia did not know whether to pat 
her on the head or try to shake some 
sense into her. "And you'd better make 
sure your Alliance sends troops and 
what-not to Warltawk before the Emperor 
gets wise and rings in a blockade." 


Leia rose and paced a small circle. 
"After Hoth, I don't know if we can 
field enough ships." She threaded her 
hands through her hair, threatening her 
coronet of braids with imminent destruc- 
tion. 


She bent her mind to the problem, 
only to be pulled out by Lando's groan 
of dismay. "Listen, Princess, maybe 
that, that whatever-it-is of Lady 
Varvari's works," he pointed to the thin 
gold chain riding the woman's hips, "but 
do you mind if we don't discuss treason 
quite this openly? There are lip-readers, 
psychics, hell, half-a-dozen different 
ways the Imperial governor can discover 
what was said out here." 


Leia looked at him questioningly. 
“And the information in Vari's hairpin?" 


Lando shrugged. "Look, if they catch 
us, we're Vader-fodder anyway. What 
difference if we're running a courier 
service between your friend and the rebs?" 


Chewbacca growled agreement. 


"All right, Varvart," Leia said. 
“We'll deliver the Warltawk information 
as soon as I get Han. Meanwhile, I guess 
we'd better get going." She smiled wryly. 
"I don't want to outstay my welcome." 


Varvari rose and hugged her again. 
"Idiot," she said fondly. "You're staying 
the night. We can go over your plans for 
the morning and see if there's anything 
I can do to help. You'd be surprised the 
contacts I know." 


Leia laughed. "No, I wouldn't. All 
right, Vari, But we're not to talk until 
four in the morning, understand?" 


Varvari only smiled. The two women 
strolled back toward the main house, 
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talking softly. 


As they reached the door to the main 
room, a sudden excited stirring filtered © 
down to the ballroom from the top of the 
stairs. Leia looked up across the ball- 
room as Lady Varvari's major-domo came 
to the fore. 


"The Lord Darth Vader," he announced 
in ringing and most respectful tones. 
"And Governor Rindavian," he added almost 
as an afterthought. 


Varvari's blood turned to ice-water. 
Beside her, Leia gave vent to a hastily 
Suppressed curse. A small, forceful 
hand-sent Varvari stumbling into the 
ballroom. "Get in there and greet 
your ‘guest', Vari. I'm going to your 
room to change. I'll have to get Han 
tonight, while Vader's here. Stall him." 


Stall him? Stall Vader? When she'd 
never even met the man--and didn't want 
to? Was Leia out of her-- Varvari 
Spun around to see the gossamer floating 
panels of Leia's dress disappear up the 
trellis. The wookiee and the guard had 
already faded from sight. A disappear- 
ing wookiee? Maybe Vader, too-- Varvari 
Slowly turned back to the ballroom. 


She sighed. It had been too much 
to hope for. The Lord Darth Vader, in 
the all too, too real flesh, was 
sweeping majestically down the main 
staircase. 


I'1tl dte, Varvari thought as she 
pasted a sickly smile on her face. I 
will go up to him, greet him, and fall 
dead at his feet. And he probably won't 
even notice. I bet dozens of people 
have fallen dead at his feet. For no 
reason whatsoever. And I have reason! 


Damn you, Leia. 





As Vader made his way down the 
staircase the excited hum ceased. In 
the sudden stillness Varvari clearly 
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heard the pounding of her own heart--and 
the rasping of Vader's breath screen. 


She reached the foot of the stairs 
at the same time as Lord Vader. The 
governor, simpering like a fool, per- 
formed the necessary introductions. 
Varvari hesitated. A hostess in her own 
home would curtsy only to royalty, but 


this man had such presence-- She 
hesitantly put out her hand. Vader took 


it, engulfing it in his own, and bowed 
over it. 


Right. Lord Vader is a true aristo- 
crat. He only kills yu after he’s been 
properly introduced. 


Varvari looked up--and up, and up-- 
at Vader. Accustomed to thinking of 
herself as a tall woman, she found it 
disconcerting to have someone towering 
over her. Merciful Morga, the man 
doesn't stop. It was like standing next 
to a black-caped cliff. She gave herself 
a mental shake and tried to smile impar- 
tially at governor and Dark Lord. 


Vader won't have to worry about 
tracking you down, Leta Organa. I'll 
give him your head ona pike. ‘Stall 
him’, the woman says. What the hell do 
I say to the Lord Darth Vader to ‘stall 
him', anyvoay? Nice weather, Lord Vader? 
Did you winter well, Lord Vader? Is it 
the season for volcanoes, Lord Vader? 
Lovely begonias, Lord Vader? 


She smiled once more and wished 
desperately for a drink. ‘Any kind of 
drink, even water. Her throat felt 
tight and parched. "What an unexpected 
honor, Lord Vader," she managed to croak. 


"The coup of the social season, my 
dear Lady Varvari," gushed the governor. 


Varvari forced another sickly smile. 
Of course it was a coup. Everyone knew 
Lord Vader never, but never, attended 
social affairs. A coup like this she 
really needed. Why he had to choose her 
birthing celebration to break his tradi- 
tion-- Sweet mother Morga! He knows! 
He's after Leia. Damn. I'll die. I'11 
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not make another birthing day. Leia, 
IT'il kill you. If I'm not dead first. 
She realized the Lord Vader was talking. 


",..and such an auspicious occasion 
for old friends to gather." 


That voice made the most innocuous 
Statements seem rife with hidden 
meaning. Wait a minute. What the hell 
did she mean, ‘innocuous statements '? 
Hidden meaning? That was an out and 
out threat. 'Old friends'? Leia! He 
knows. I know he knows. I'll die. 
Right here on the ballroom floor. Right 
in front of the governor. I'11 make all 
the newstapes. Damn you, Leia. This 
does it. I don't care if you are my 
friend. No more playing spy for--oh, 
shit. 


Varvari felt her skin turn to ice 
as she realized that what she classified 
as "loyalty to my friend Leia" the 
emperor would classify as "high treason 
to the crown". That death she'd been 
blithely predicting just might be hers 
--and might be far from pleasant. 


",.-have heard so much of you, Lady 
Varvari. And so I felt compelled to 
Stop by to wish you many more such 
occasions." Lord Vader paused. "And 
to invite you to a special luncheon I 
am hosting at the palace tomorrow for 
a few--intimate friends. You will be 
there?" 


Varvari's head began to pound. She 
fought back the pain and curtsied very 
Slightly. "How can I possibly refuse 
such a charming, and welcome, request?" 
How indeed? 


She was convinced that, under the 
mask, Vader was smiling malevolently. 
He could not but feel her fear and actual 
physical illness. And damn you, Leia, 
right royally. If I get us out of this 
one, never, and I mean never, again. 


Do your own damn spying. 


Lord Vader engaged in ponderous 
small-talk and forced Varvari to return 
his conversational openings. Would it do 


any good if I confessed ALL and threw 
myself on his mercy? What mercy? He 
probably skins rebels alive and eats 
them for breakfast. I know what's on 
the meru for that ‘special Luncheon" 
of his. Roast Varvari. 


Varvari's head throbbed so violent- 
ly she was surprised Vader didn't hear 
it. What's the penalty for high treason? 
Can they make it retroactive? 


Vader kept Varvari close to his side. 
He toured the ballroom with her, 
stopping at seemingly random intervals 
to greet some of the guests. At any 
other time--sometime when I don't have 
Leia Organa in my bedroom, and rebels 
in my tose garden--she might have en- 
joyed the sudden looks of consternation 
on the faces of most of those so 
'honored'. Maybe she wasn't the only 
one here with a guilty conscience? 


" .. luncheon for a select few, my 
lady," Vader repeated. "It would 
distress me if you were unable to at- 
tend." 


Varvari's frozen smile was in sad 
danger of cracking. "I wouldn't miss 
it for the worlds, Lord Vader." Liar. 
By then you'll be half a galaxy away. 
Worcer if I can join the nuns of Koris- 
Aprix? 


With what she considered the worst 
of bad timing, the band began tuning up 
for the evening's first dance, and 
Varvari's cup ran over. No. Not even 
Lord Vader would be that sadistic. There 
are some sacrifices NO ONE can expect me 
to make. Can they? 


Leaving half her filmy dress behind 
on the thorny bushes, Leia clambered 
over the balcony railing. Rushing to 
Varvari's closet, she searched for some- 
thing to wear. And why I had to choose 
a best friend who's the next thing to 


a giant...ah, here we go. 
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She pulled a thin muslin tunic top 
with elasticized neckline. and sleeves 
from a hanger. With a leather sash 
knotted around her waist, it would serve 
as a short dress. She ripped off the 
shredded remains of her gauze party 
dress, let them flutter to the floor. 
She pulled on the shirt, tied the belt 
around her waist. | 


Now for a weapon. If Varvari had 
one, where would it--probably under the 
pillow or in the nightstand. She ran to 
the nightstand, yanked open the top 
drawer. Atta girl, Vari. Knew you'd 
come through. She took out a standard 
issue blaster. She looked at it doubt- 
fully, wondering where Varvari had gotten 
it, then shrugged. As she said, she has 
some strange friends. Leia hefted the 
blaster for feel, and checked the gauge. 
It indicated a full charge. 


She couldn't find a holster or a 
belt for the weapon, and couldn't afford 
the time to search for one. She shoved 
it into her sash. Just hope I don't run 
into any stormtroopers. She caught 
sight of herself in Varvari's full length 
mirror and grinned. If she did run into 
any, they'd probably assume she was 
going to a costume party. That was the 
only thing that could explain the in- 
congruity of her outfit: full face and 
body make-up--and after that crying jag, 
thank Morga it's water-proof--elaborate 
ruby-pinned hair-style, party sandals, 
short dress, and blaster. She shook her 
head. Han'll love it! 


Leia put one leg over the balcony 
rail, pausing only to look around the 
room in case she'd forgotten something 
important. She glanced at the clutter 
on Varvari's dresser and sighed. 
Knowing Varvar? and Sevaran, and their 
mad mutual passion for gadgets and 
miniaturization, there was probably 
nothing there that wasn't actually some- 
thing else--and in turn, half of that 
was probably lethal. 


But she didn't know what was what, 
so she'd just leave it all well enough 
alone. With my luck, I'd probably try 


to blow my way into the palace with the 
only real ltp glosser there. Ane why 
a self-styled coward like Varvari's 
collected an arsenal fit for a SWIPE 


team... 


She scrambled down the same trellis 
She'd climbed. The garden was deserted. 
Bet everyone slipped away as soon as 
Vader arrived. Which reminds me. I 
wonder how Vari-- Leia crept up to the 
nearest window and risked a peep inside. 
Varvari, a look on her face clearly in- 
dicating her intense desire to be else- 
where, closely attended the Lord Vader. 


Leia's hand strayed to her blaster. 
She caressed the weapon thoughtfully as 
she gazed at the man who had destroyed 
all she loved most. 
her friends--Han. Reluctantly, she took 
her hand away from the weapon. Too much 
danger. She might not get away, and Han 
would be lost forever. 


She gave Vader one last look. 
There'1l be another time, Dark Lord. 
And then my hand won't be stayed. She 
melted into the shadows. She gave a low 
whistle and Lando: and Chewbacca joined 
her. 


"Han's at the governor's palace." 
She grinned mirthlessly. "One of the 
advantages of a carbon-frozen prisoner. 
You don't need bars or windows to keep 
him where you want him. Which should 
work to our advantage." 


"Arghialiroefhgt?" 


Leia nodded. "Yes, Chewie. We're 
going now. Vader's here early, so he 
must want to ship Han out as soon as 
possible." She took a deep breath. 
"Let's ruin those plans." 


Chewbacca growled agreement. He 
bared his teeth in a ferocious grimace 
that promised vengeance for his stolen 
friend. 


Leia turned to the dark- 
"Stay here and let Varvari 
Find out what Vader 


"Lando." 
skinned man. 
know where we are. 


Alderaan, her family, 
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wanted. If Vari's in any danger--" 
Her voice sounded hollow to her ears. 
Han, Varvari, Luke...how many more, Leia? 


Lando nodded. 
things, Princess." 


"T' Ill take care of 


Better than you took care of--she 
dragged her thoughts back from that use- 
less track. She nodded briskly. "Good." 
She turned to Chewbacca. "Let's go. We 
don't want to be trapped here by Vader." 


Varvari wondered uneasily how much 
more she could take. The Lord Vader's 
mere presence was overpowering, and 
being so close to him--especially with 
her less than clear conscience--was, she 
told herself, above and beyond the bonds 
of friendship. 


"Lady Varvari, I--" Lord Vader 
paused, head raised in the air as though 
Sighting down prey, his masked face 
turned to the further window. Lord 
Vader stood in that listening, watching 
position for several seconds. All the 
while Varvari's sense of unease deepened. 
Then the Dark Lord nodded and breathed 
the single word, "So." 


Varvari had thought it impossible 
she be any more chilled this evening. 
She'd been wrong. 


Vader took her hand and bowed over it 
once more. "Until tomorrow, my lady. 
When I trust we shall have the amusing 
company of mutual friends." Cloak 
streaming behind him like a flag of 
mourning, he strode up the stairs and 
out of the house, leaving the governor to 
scurry after him. 


Relieved chatter broke out on all 
sides. Varvari consigned the rest of her 
guests to perdition, or anywhere else 
they wanted to go, and raced up the stairs 
to her bedroom. By the time she reached 
it, her knees were ready to buckle from 
her ordeal. The past half-hour had done 


. 
s 
oe 
te masaaeee 
ee 


< 


Re ite Reel a ad 
ss 


+ seus 
a 


ie 





nothing to cure her headache, either. 


"Leia, I--" No answer. "Leia?" 
Varvari closed the door behind her and 
leaned against it. Stralm take her 
memory. What had Leia said just before 
She shoved her best friend at the Lord 
Darth Vader? “Z'm going to get changed, 
then I'1l get Han." So she was on her 
way already, leaving Varvari to cope as 
well as possible not only with Vader, 
but with Vader's aftermath. 


Thanks, Leta. Thoughtful of you. 
Very. She clicked off the distorter 
belt and rubbed her midriff abstractedly. 
Damn it, Sevar, you've got to come up 
with one that doesn't tickle when it’s 
turned on. She staggered into her 
dressing room and to the medicine cabinet. 
She pulled out the anti-pain pills, took 
two of them. She weighed the bottle 
thoughtfully, considered her pounding 
Skull. Stralm be damned, she thought 
and took two more. She went back to 
the bedroom and looked around. Now 
nhat—- 


A stirring at the window, and 
Varvari froze. What-- She sidled to 
the dresser and hunted through the 
jumble atop it, willing Leia to the 
deepest level of hell the while. Her 
fingers closed over the object of her 
search. 


"Who--who's there?" Even to her ears, 
her voice sounded less than indomitable. 
"Get in here where I can see you." 


A muscular expanse of leg encased in 
brown leather boots and brown gabardine 
jodphers was flung over the balcony rail. 
That leg was closely followed by the 
other leg, and by their attendant body. 
Varvari slumped against the dresser in 


relief. Leia's body-guard. What was 
the name again? Hak? No, Hal. Hal 
Cador. 


He looked at her clenched fist and 
a warm, Slow smile spread across his 
face. Despite the fact that she was 
poised on the edge of hysteria, Varvari 
found herself responding to the smile. 
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“Do you know you're threatening me 
with a hair-brush?" 


"What?" Varvari looked at her hand. 
"Oh, this. It's not a hair-brush." 
"Oh?" 


"No. It's one of Sevaran's inven- 
tions." She waved her hand at the litter 
on the dresser. "Sleep grenades, time 
bombs, the usual." She could not fail 
to see the choked off protest from the 
man at her choice of words. "The usual," 
She repeated stubbornly. "We've been 
working up a special shipment for Leia, 
and--" But why explain? If he didn't 
see it, he'd never believe it. 


She held the brush as though about 
to use it and squeezed the handle. A 
Slender needle shot out from the brush 
end and imbedded itself in the wall next 
to Hal. He regarded her charily. 
“Would you mind pointing that thing in 
another direction? Preferably straight 
away from me? Whatever's on the tip of 
that lethal-looking little dart, I am 
most probably allergic to it." 


Varvari laughed raggedly and set 
the brush on the dresser. She felt 
Suddenly, overwhelmingly sick to her 
Stomach; she wanted to cry or to kick 
and scream, but was afraid to do either. 


"Lady Varvari?" 
"Are 


Hal started forward. 
His voice was edged with concern. 
you all right?" 


She looked at him disbelievingly. 
"Am I all right? Am I all right? Of 
al] the STUPID questions. Of course I'm 
not all right. I just spent the first 
century of my allotted span '‘stalling' 


the Lord Vader, and you want to know--" 


He put his hand under her chin, 
tilted her head so he could look direct- 
ly at her. He was only about a hand 
taller than she. It was nice not to be 
towered over. Paradoxically, it made 
her feel safe again, comforted. 


"Oh, Hal." The tears she'd been 


unable to cry trembled on her voice. She 
didn't know quite how it happened, but 

suddenly his arms were around her and she 
had her head cradled on his shoulder. He 
ran his hands up and down her back under 


her hair in a gently soothing motion. 


She didn't know who he was or where 
he came from, but at least he wasn't the 
Lord Darth Vader. She gave a little sigh 
and buried her face deeper in the hollow 
of his neck. Damn it, she did feel like 
crying. And if he--she hiccupped. 


There was a pause, then he pushed 
her away from him. 

"Hal? Is anything wrong?" 

He gave his slow smile and shook his 
head. "No. But if someone's going to 
cry all over my new uniform, I think they 
should call me by my rightful name." 
Isn't--" 


"Oh. She hiccupped again. 


"Lady Varvari Wenlow, Lando Calrissian 


is very glad to make your acquaintance." 


She gave a tremulous laugh. '"I was 
afraid I'd have to dance with him," she 
said and dissolved into tears. 


"Right," said Lando. He held her in 
a tight, comforting embrace. She pulled 
herself back together again after a few 


minutes and leaned back against his hands. 


She noted with interest that her bout of 
tears had cured her hiccups. : 


Lando smiled again, and Varvar# 
smiled back. He had something, did this 
rebel Calrissian, and it was particularly 
charming in contrast to Vader. She 
apologized for crying and his smile 
deepened. "You're quite a woman, Lady 
Varvari Wenlow. Leia's lucky to have 
such a friend behind her." 

"Leia. Oh, sweet Morga. I almost 
forgot. Where--" 


"To the governor's palace to get Han.’ 


"And the wookiee?" 
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Lando nodded. "Chewbacca went with 
her. She borrowed some of your clothes, 
and I'm pretty sure she took your 
blaster, too." 


"Blaster?" But I don't have a--" 
Varvari's face paled. She broke away 
and ran to her nightstand, pulled out 
the drawer, and felt around. Nothing. 
Muttering several colorful curses under 
her breath, she dumped the contents on 
the floor. Her eyes when she looked at 
Lando were dazed, stunned. That damn 
little magpie. Can't Leia ever leave 
well enough alone? "Come on. We have 
to go after her." She headed for the 
door. 


"What the 
He looked 


Lando pulled her back. 
hell are you talking about?" 
suitably bewildered. 


"That's not a blaster she took! 
a proni!" 


It's 


"A proni?" 


She nodded. "A prop for a costume 
--I went as a Corellian pirate, racing 
stripes down the side and all-- Now 
let's go!" 


Lando prevented Varvari from running 
out the door by the simple expedient of 
grabbing her shoulders. “Let me get 
this straight. Your hair-brush shoots, 
but your blaster doesn't?" 


"Well," said Varvari unhappily, "yes." 


"Great." Lando released her, took an 
angry turn around the room. He stopped 
suddenly, spun to face Varvari. "Wait a 
minute. If that blaster's a fake, how 
come Leia took it with her? She's 
familiar enough with weapons to--" 


Varvari bit her lip and shook her 


head. "No. It's a proni. Absolutely 
authentic. In fact, the night I first 


wore it, an overzealous trooper tried to 
arrest me for possession of a restricted 
weapon within city limits." 


Lando gazed at her bleakly. "And 


this started out as such a simple little 
rebellion'," he repeated. He took out 
his comm-unit. "Chewbacca, come in 
please. Chewbacca, do you copy?" There 
was no answer. "Damn. They must be out 
of range already." 


"Or he can't answer." 


"Nice." He shook his head. "All 
right, I'll follow and stop Leia before 
She tries holding off the Imperials 
with a Stralm-damned proni." He was 
to the window in two quick strides. 

With a flick of wine-red skirts, Varvari 
was after him. 


"Not that way! One more trip down 
that trellis and either someone's sure 
to see it, or I won't have a trellis 
left." She ran to her closet, yanked 
out two shoulder bags. With a flip 
of her wrist, she emptied the litter 
on her dresser into one. She tossed 
that over to Lando, emptied the contents 


of her wall safe into the other. "Now 
let's go." 
He looked at the two bags. "Money 


and make-up?" 


She shook her head impatiently. 
"Bribes and espionage equipment. And 
since I'm the only one who knows which 
of Sevar's little toys is which--" 


Fan- 
"Tn 


"--T have to take you with me. 
tastic." He gestured to her dress. 
that?" 


"No time to change," she said brisk- 
ly. “Besides, if we can get into the 
palace on the strength of my being Lady 
Varvari Wenlow--" 


"You'll never be able to--" 


"T was thinking of taking a nice, 
long vacation, anyway," she said. "I've 
been invited to lunch tomorrow at the 
palace. With Lord Vader." 


"Oh." Lando's face showed that he 
understood her emotions completely. 
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Varvari grinned and led him from the 
room. "Come on. The garage is this way. 
We'll take the flitter directly to the 
palace." Whoops. Almost forgot. She 
ran back into her bedroom and strung 
several gold-and-gemstone chains around 
her neck. 


"Jewelry? Now?" Lando, arms akimbo, 
Stood in the doorway, an impatient glare 
on his face. 


"It's not--" 


“Never mind. Let's go." He grabbed 
Varvari's hand and pulled her from the 
room. 


Leia landed the aircar she'd 
‘borrowed’ from Varvari at the edge of 
the small parking area adjacent to the 
public areas of the palace complex. She 
Stared up at the imposing, interlocking 
Structures. Governor's residence, 
governmental offices, judiciary complex, 
public access rooms. And somewhere in 
there she'd find Han, and do it before 
Vader got away from Varvari. 

I wonder what the odds are? "Never 
tell me the odds," she whispered. 


"Arhiar," Chewbacca said softly. 


She nodded. "Oh, yes. We'll do it. 
We'll get him out. And you're right. 
Let's go." 


They approached the governmental 
complex from the south, taking advantage 
of every piece of cover on the way. 
Chewbacca, despite his size, was light 
on his feet and Leia flitted in his 
shadow. 


They crouched behind a large tree 
close to the palace. A window on the 
second floor was open slightly. Leia 
measured the distance with her eyes. 
If she stood on Chewbacca's shoulders 
and-- A faint noise off to the right 


caught her attention. Guards, on their 


rounds. 


Leia and Chewbacca eased back into 
the shrubbery. Leia's internal clock 
ticked noisily. They had to get in, 
and get in now. Would those guards never 
--Ah, gone. Thank Morga. 


They raced over to the window, Chew- 
bacca bending low to the ground. The 
wookiee lifted Leia above his head. She 
Caught the window sill and hauled herself 
up. She balanced there precariously while 
she raised the window. She was careful 
not to make a sound, but hesitated a 
moment before climbing in. 


Too easy. You'd think there'd be 
alarms. After all, her own father had 
been far from paranoid, yet he'd had 
alarms at every possible point of entry 
to the palace. Surely this--well, if 
the window were equipped with an alarm, 
it was too late to worry about it now. 
There wasn't time to be cautious. Not 
with Vader on planet already. 





Leia hopped down into the room, 
looked around. An office, probably one 
of the governor's aide's from the cabinets 
and the work-laden desk. She leaned out 
the window. "Chewie, can you make it?" 


The wookiee nodded. He stepped back 
and took a running leap. Catching onto 
the window sill, he lifted his body to 
the height of the window and swung his 
legs over and into the room. 


Leia grinned. "No wonder poor Lando 
looked green after you let him go. You 
have powerful arm muscles," she whispered. 


Chewbacca shrugged and moved to the 
door. Leia drew her blaster. They 
opened the door quietly. The hall was 
empty. Leia slipped out of the room, 
motioned Chewbacca to follow. The infor- 
mation Lucius had passed on to Varvari 
seemed to her to indicate that the ‘un- 
quarded prisoner' was in one of the two 
official reception rooms. 


And thank Morga I visited Varvari so 
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often when we were in school. With all 
the trips she insisted we make fo the 
palace for some dumb exhibit or another, 
I'm pretty sure I can still remember the 


general lay-out of this place. 


Leia led Chewbacca to a rear stair- 
case. They slipped quietly down the 
stairs. Leia fretted. She almost hoped 
they'd attract attention. At least, once 
they alerted the palace troops to their 
presence, they'd no. longer have to sneak 
around like this. And damn it, being 
careful took time! 

Time. Just a bit longer and Han-- 

A soft growl from Chewbacca alerted 
her. She flattened herself against the 
wall. Troopers, on the floor below them. 
Leia hefted her blaster. Chewbacca 
didn't have a weapon, but his size and 
ferocity would serve as a deterrent 
against hasty action by the troopers. 


She slipped down the remaining stairs. 
"T don't think I'd go any farther if I 
were you," she said in her deadliest 
tones. An anticipatory growl from Chew- 
bacca added emphasis to her comment. 
"Turn around slowly, hands in the air. 
The first one to touch a weapon is very, 
very dead." She smiled coldly. "Chewie, 
relieve the nice soldiers of their 
weapons." 


Chewbacca brushed past her. His 
size, and the sight of Leia's stern 
face over a blaster, seemed to convince 
most of the squad that discretion was 
really the better part of valor. Only 
one made a quick move toward his weapon. 
With a muted roar, Chewbacca belted him 
across the corridor. -The trooper hit 
the far wall with a sickening thud and 
slid down to lie in a broken heap on the 
floor, head at an impossible angle. 
There were no further demonstrations of 
foolish bravery. 


Leia herded the troopers into the 
room behind them. Chewbacca used their 
own tangle-cords to bind and gag them, 
then dragged in the dead trooper and 
dumped him. Grabbing one of the soldiers’ 


weapons, Chewbacca blasted the door 
mechanism behind them when he and Leia 
left. 


They continued down the hallway. 
Leia pointed to the two doors at the 
end of the corridor. "The reception 
rooms. Han's in one of them, Chewie." 
He is. TI know it, I do. 


Her heart pounded with anticipation. 
After all this time, to find him at last. 
Free, Han. Uou'll be free. She 
approached the first door. She broke 
the force beam, and the door slid open. 
She walked in, closely followed by 
Chewbacca. 


Nothing. An unfurnished room draped 
in cloth-of-gold. 


She spun and raced past Chewbacca. 
She was out of the room before the door 
could close. She rushed into the other 
reception hall. Her eyes focused on the 
raised dais in the center of the room. 
A long, coffin-like receptacle lay there 
in state. 


Mind singing with relief, Leia ran to 
the platform and stumbled up the shallow 
Steps. “Han." 


She closed her eyes, then opened them 
again. She clutched the side of the 
receptacle so tightly the tendons on the 
back of her hands stood out. 


The receptacle was empty. So, for 
one brief moment, were her eyes. Then 
hard determination flooded back in and 
She took a deep breath. He's here, I 
know it. If I have to take this place 
apart atom by atom, if I have to kill 
everyone here, I'll find him. 

She spun, ran to the door. "Chewie, 
let's--" 


The door slammed down in her face, 
cutting off the sudden sounds of blaster 
Shots and an enraged wookiee. Behind her 
She heard a faint hum. 
Slowly, feeling the weight of centuries 
and of her search. A hologram formed on 


What-- She turned 


the dais. 


A deep familiar voice. "I've been 
waiting for you, Your Highness." 


“The window? Don't be silly," 
Varvari said angrily. 


"You prefer the front door?" Lando 
asked sarcastically. 


"As a matter of fact," Varvari said 
with an air of hauteur that i1] became 
her, seated as she was on his lap, "yes." 


Lando landed the tiny one-man 
skitter they'd been forced to use when 
Varvari found that the only other 
transportation in working order, the 
flitter she'd been intending to use, 
was missing. Leia again. Didn't that 
woman ever ask before she borrowed--or 
'liberated'--anything? 


He turned off the engine. "The 
front door?" he repeated. 


"I know all the palace guards. 
Morga knows I've been here often enough. 
A nice little bribe and we'll] have no 
problems getting in." 
Lando shook his head. "I don't know. 
[I don't like this." 


"What would you like? A gold-plated 
invitation? Trust me. This will work." 
I hope. 


"AIT right, Lady Varvari. But so 


"You'll throttle me?" she said 
brightly. 


"T'll leave that for Vader," he said 
grimly. "Damn it, this is not one of 
those trashy novels you write." 


She stiffened. "Shall we go?" she 
asked politely, as politely as though 


inviting her worst enemy to partake of 
tea. 


She reached for the door handle, 
pushed the door open, and jumped down 
from his lap. He followed her out, and 
stretched his legs where.the weight had 
obviously cramped him. She straightened 
her dress, checked her make-up. 


"Damn it, will you stop fussing? 
We're rescuing the princess and Han, not 
going to a ball!" 


"Would you like to do this by your- 
self?" she asked sweetly. 


Mouth clamped tight against what 
would obviously have been a blistering 
retort, he bowed her toward the main 
entrance. She walked forward as calmly 
as though she were simply going to visit 
a friend. Or so she hoped. She was 
sure, however, that anyone with the ears 
to hear would realize her heart was 
beating rapidly and arrhythmically. 


I think I'll have a heart attack. 
Right now. That'll solve the whole 
problem. Vader can have luncheon by 
himself tomorrow, and the erstwhile 
guest-of-honor will be tastefully laid 


in state in her own chapel. 


They reached the main entrance. Iwo 
armored guards stood at attention at the 
foot of the stairs. The guards sprang 
forward when Varvari and Lando came near. 
Varvari looked around. The public area 
of the palace was deserted this time of 
night. She signalled to the guard with 
the corporal's hatching on his shoulder. 
He approached, but stood clear of her; at 
the same time he motioned the recruit on 
duty with him to keep alert for any move 
on Lando's part. 


Varvari grinned. The corporal had 
to be Marak Vrian 974. He was the only 
trooper assigned to the palace who had 
the remotest chance of retiring to the 
old clones’ home at the end of his tour 
of duty; the others were all too dumb to 
live. 
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"The palace and governmental offices 
are closed to the public at this hour, 
Lady Varvari. Are you expected this 
evening?" 


"No, it was very spur-of-the-moment. 
Is the High Lord Lucius in his quarters?" 


Vrian shook his head. "No, my lady. 
He hasn't returned from the conference 
in Dybett." 


Varvari suppressed an unladylike 
curse. Why a librarians' meeting should 
take so long--but then, she should have 
known he'd not yet returned. He'd have 
been at her birthing celebration, else. 
She frowned. What good was Lucius | 
half-a-planet away and Sevaran a whole 
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things alone. 


She reached into her shoulder pouch 
and drew out a handful of credits. 
Holding them so that Vrian, but not his 
brother trooper, could see them, she 
said in a low, plaintive voice, "I really 
must get to his quarters. There's some- 
thing I have to check on, and--" 





Vrian moved closer. His armored 
hand swept out, engulfed thecredits, hid 
them in his equipment belt. He faced 
the recruit. "It's all right. The 
Lady Varvari has a visitor's pass from 
the High Lord Lucius. Let them through." 


Varvari smiled thankfully at Vrian. 
Holding her skirts out of the way, she 
dashed up the steps and, closely followed 
by Lando, entered the palace. And'if 
Vader ever finds out about that little 
deal, you won't make it to retirement 
either, Vrian. 





"What does he think you want with 
this Lord Lucius?" Lando asked. 


Varvar’ shrugged. "Depends on what 
stories are going around the barracks. 
Drugs, sex, contraband supplies--" 


Lando choked. "But--" 
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She led the way to a rear staircase. 
"I didn't say I used him for any of those 
reasons, did [?" 


"No, but--" 

"Then don't worry about it." She 
started toward the basement. "Come on. 
The holding pens are down here." She 


grinned. "Actually, the stories are a 
hoot, considering that he's--ah, here 
we are." 


They had reached a dark, cool sub- 
basement. A pair of heavily shielded 
doors was directly in front of them. 
Varvari turned to Lando. "Do you know 
how to--" 


He ran his hand through his hair. 
"I don't have the slightest idea of 
how to break into a prison--or out, 
for that matter. I'm a gambler, a 
con-man, and an ex-city-administrator. 
Not a spy, a lockpick, or a smuggler. 
And my last job ended too abruptly 
for me to learn a new trade." 


Varvari frowned. "We'd have 
been better off if it were you cap- 
tured and Han on search." 


"Thanks." 

"What?" She mentally repeated 
what she had just said. "Oh." She 
had the grace to blush. "I'm sorry. 


I didn't mean it the way it came out. 
I just meant--" 


Lando held up a hand. "Forget it. 
Do any ‘explaining' and you'll probably 
make it worse." He ran his fingers 
around the edges of the door as though 
looking for some clue on how to open it. 


Behind them a heavy door slammed 
down from the ceiling, cutting them off 
from the stairway. The door in front of 
them slid open. A full squad of storm- 
troopers, weapons drawn, stood there. 


The captain of the guard stepped 
forward. "Greetings, Lady Varvari. 
Administrator Calrissian. Lord Vader's 


81 


compliments." 
The guards surrounded them. Lando 
dropped his weapons. 


"Oh, shit," Varvari said in a small 
voice. "That damn Vrian." Of course. 
He had pocketed the bribe, then probably 
alerted Vader's men as soon as she and 
Lando were inside the palace. Uou really 
conned me, Vrian. Guess you'll make it 
to the old clones’ home yet. She and 
Lando exchanged a bleak look. He reached 
out, took her hand comfortingly. 


Leia's eyes sought out the holo- 
graphic image of the Dark Lord. Her 
emptiness, her exhaustion, were fled, 
driven out by hatred and determination. 
She stalked across the room, up to the 
image, almost as though she were anti- 
Cipating attacking it. 

"Where is Han?" Her voice was a 
hunting purr. 


"I offer you a trade, Your Highness. 
Solo's freedom, for Skywalker." The 
image held up a hand. "Think about it, 
in your cell." The hologram faded as 
Leia reached it. 


The door slid up and a squad of 
troopers quick-marched in. They 
surrounded her, and the leader took her 


weapon from her nerveless fingers. They 
hustled her from the room. 
Solo's freedom for Skywalker. Solo's 


freecom. ¢6°¢ 


"It was such a peaceful existence," 
Varvari lamented. She was seated on one 
of the thin, hard slabs extruded from 
the holding pen walls. Her chin rested 
on her folded hands and she frowned 
thoughtfully in Lando's direction. 


He smiled wryly. "All the more 
reason it couldn't last. Not with Leia 
Organa around." He shook his head. 
"That woman does have a habit of dis- 
rupting other people's lives." 





Varvari. frowned defensively at the 


slur on her friend's actions. "Not 
deliberately." 
"Oh? And I suppose she didn't set 


out to rescue Han with single-minded 
determination? Completely uncaring of 
how many--" 


Stormtroopers clattered outside the 
cell. Lando spun to face the door and 
Varvari sprang to her feet. The door 
Slid open, revealing a squad of armed 
troopers. Two of them thrust an un- 
protesting Leia into the cell. The door 
Slammed shut behind the princess with a 
Sharp crack. 


Varvari stifled an oath and led Leia 
to a bench. Leia's appearance shocked 
her. The princess's face was a mask of 
pain: eyes verglass reflections of 
suffering, mouth a slash of agony in a 
bone-drawn death's head, face ashen pale 
beneath the gold and brown paint. 


Varvari knew she'd always been drawn 
to Leia Organa by the other's intensity, 
by her habit of throwing herself whole- 
heartedly into whatever she was involved 
with at that moment. Varvari, who felt 
intensely only about those few people and 
those few things she was truly fond of, 
had always envied this faculty. To most 
people, most events, she was but an ob- 


server--alternately charming or sardonical- 


ly amused, but an observer nonetheless. 
She was aware of this, and sometimes, 
particularly after receiving a visit or a 
letter from Leia, thought it a character 
flaw. 


Now she thanked all the gods she knew 
or would ever hear of for this very 'flaw'. 
She might never soar to the heights of 
exultation, but her despair would never 


be so soul-shattering as Leia's devastation. 


And I thought she looked bad before, 
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when I first saw her. 
Vacler . 
T‘11-- 


This...damn you, 
If Leta doesn't get you first, 


She'd what? She was trapped in a 
jail cell with an irate ex-administrator 
who admitted he had no idea of how to es- 
Cape, and a commando-trained princess who 
might, but was too dazed or drugged to 
even respond to her own name. And if 
that weren't enough, she had no idea where 
Leia's wookiee had disappeared to. 


She held Leia to her, rubbed her 
hands comfortingly along the other woman's 
back and arms. Lando’s right, Leia-love. 
You've ruined us all this time. 


Leia stirred and muttered something 
under her breath. Varvari caught only 
the words "Solo" and "Skywalker". What- 
ever had shaken the princess so, it 
seemed centered on those two men, the 
two she loved most in the galaxy now 
Alderaan was gone. 


But this was not the time for Varvari. 
to plumb the depths of that despair. 
Time enough if--when they got out of this 
cell. First things first. Then she 
could try to help Leia. 





"Will she be all right?" 


Varvari glanced up at Lando, meeting 
his questioning gaze honestly. "I don't 
know," she said. "I just don't know. 
She's almost in shock. Whatever happened, 
it-- She'll be all right. Leia's a 
fighter. She'll recoup her strength and 
come back swinging even harder. But even 
fighters need time to recover. So it 
looks as though it's up to us to get us 
out of here." 


He smiled sardonically. "I knew you 
were going to say that." He rubbed his 
bearded chin thoughtfully and looked 
around the small cell. "Any ideas?" 





she fingered the gold-and-gemstone 
necklaces strung around her neck. "No. 
They have both my shoulder-pouches. If--" 


There was another sound in the 


corridor. Before Lando could get into 
any kind of advantageous position, the 
door slid open and an obviously tran- 
quilized wookiee was shoved into the 
cell. The door shut instantly. Lando 
led the dazed, collared wookiee to a 
seat, coaxed him to sit. 


"This party's getting really dull, 
Lady Varvari," Lando muttered out of 
the side of his mouth. 


"Stop being sarcastic and try to 
think of something. You may not mind 
becoming Vader-fodder, but I do, very 
much, thank you." _ 


Lando closed his eyes and rubbed his 
temples. "Lady Varvari, I am trying to 
think, and all I'm getting is a headache. 
She grinned and opened her mouth. He 
held up an admonitory finger. "And 
don't say it. Han or the princess I 
might take it from. No one else." 


Varvari blinked her blue eyes 
innocently. "I don't know what you mean. 


He glared at her. "Right." He made 
a full circle of the cell. He shook his 
head wearily. "I was hoping to spot 
something I could jury-rig, but there's 
nothing. Not even a relay for a spy-eye 
or a micro-taper." 


She frowned. That seemed odd, even 
to her. "Wouldn't they--" 


He nodded. "With a prisoner like 
Leia? Or even you? You better believe 
they have a hook-up here. If for no 
other reason but that either of you 
might inadvertently give away some names. 
So, they must have a new kind of pick-up, 
one we can't detect by simple observation. 
And since they took my scan unit when 
they searched me..." 


"Well, we don't have to worry about 
that anymore," Varvari said, slipping 
her fingers beneath her gold-and-ruby 
belt and turning on the distort unit. 
"The distort's still working and--" Her 
eyes were suddenly dazed, shocked, as 
Lando's meaning sank in. 





"Wait one minute, 


Lando. I can't give them any names. 
I'm not a member of the rebel Alliance." 


His smile was not pleasant. "It's 
recruiting day, Lady Vari. Welcome 
aboard. Remember what I said about Leia? 
Now it's your life she's altered." 


Varvari looked down at the gleaming 
dark-brown braids of her friend Leia. 
Her hands tightened on the princess's 
shoulders. "It's the rebels or lunch 
with Vader?" 


Lando nodded. 


"That's not what I'd call a fair 
choice. I[t--" 


"Choice. Not a fair choice. None. 
I--" Leia shook her head, shuddered and 
took a gasping swallow of air. Some . 
color crept back into her complexion un- 
der the tracery of the face-paint, and 
Varvari felt an upsurge of hope. 


"Leia?" 


"Princess?" Lando dropped to one 
knee, took Leia's hands in his. Leia 
took another deep breath...then a third. 
The look Lando sent Varvari was filled 
with concern. "Will she come out of 
this?" 


Varvari shrugged. "I don't know. 
I've never seen anyone like this before." 
She still did not like Leia's appearance. 
The smaller woman's gasps reminded her 
of a drowning victim unable to draw a 
clean breath of air. 

Lando glanced around the cell. "Some 
rescue this is turning out to be. A 
catatonic princess and a tranked up 
wookiee on our hands, with no way out." 





Varvari fingered the chains around 
her neck. "We could take the risk and 
blast our way out--except I don't have 
a resonator to set off my time charge." 

Lando sat back on his heels. "Your 
what?" 


She unclasped the gold-and-gemstone 
chains. "If we attach these above the 
locks and the hinges, and set them off, 
we can disrupt the connections and open 
the door." 

He grabbed the necklaces. "How--" 

She pointed to the tiny gemstones 
encrusting the chains. "Miniaturized 
explosive devices." Lando's expression 
indicated patent disbelief. Varvari 
bridled. "Sevaran and I were testing 
the practicality of such a device for 
Leia," she said defensively. I told you 
that Sevar was interested in--" 





Lando slumped back. He dangled the 
necklace by one finger and held it out 


to Varvari. "Right. Explosives in 
necklaces. Distorters in belts. Trank 
guns in hairbrushes. Time bombs in lip- 
glossers." He rubbed his hand across 
his face. "This I really need. Close 


association with a mad scientist's girl- 
friend." 


"He isn't--" 


Lando sat up suddenly. 
Run that by me again. What kind of re- 
sonator do you need, anyway?" 


Varvari shrugged. "The one that goes 
with the chains was built into an anklet. 
But you pulled me out of my room before 
I could dig it out. Other than that one, 
I suppose any--" 


He jumped to his feet and ran to the 
wookiee. He opened the collar around the 
other's neck. Varvari noted that the 
wookiee--Chewbacca?--seemed still unaware 
of his surroundings. If Lando did have 
an idea to make effective use of Sevar's 
device-- 


Well, I just hope the wookiee's in 
shape before then. Otherwise we may have 
to leave him. I sure don't want to carry 
him when we escape! 


Lando brought the collar back to the 
bench on which Varvari and Leia were 
sitting. He used his belt buckle to pry 


"Wait a minute. 
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off the back of the collar. He examined 
the inner workings carefully, then 
flashed a smile at Varvari. "This just 
may work, Lady Vari. Lend me a hair-pin. 


"A what?" 


"A hair-pin," he repeated. She just 
looked at him. "Well it always works on 
the tri-dees," he said defensively. 


She shook her head slowly. The tri- 
dees, indeed. And he had the nerve to 
call her novels trashy? When she would 
never even think of using such a ridicu- 
lous plot twist? She took a pin from her 
already disheveled hair. "Here." She 
held the pin out to him with a barely 
repressed look of disgust. Tri-dees 
indeed. Who watches the Stralm-—be- 
damned. trideo, anyway? 


Lando set to work with his jury-rigged 
tools. Varvari snorted derisively. Give 
a mana toy to play with... 


Lando questioned her about the 
crystals Sevaranhad used in the necklace. 
Thankful for those long plotting sesssions 
when they had agonized over the ideal 
‘gift for Leia’, Varvari gave him the in- 
formation. He nodded. "Nothing that 
should be incompatible," he said. "If 
I just attach this component here, and..." 


Varvari rested her chin on her hands 
once more. Working with Sevaran prepared 
her for quite a long.wait while Lando 
worked out the final details of this as- 
yet-unproven-to-be-practical plan of his. 


~Idly, she wondered if she'd have time to 


plot out a new novel. 
a story in all this? 


Surely there was 


At her side, Leia stirred again. 
Varvari turned to her quickly. Gathering 
Leia back in a close embrace, she looked 
for signs of returning consciousness. 
Color back, breathing better, but her 
eyes are still dead. Her fingers tight- 
ened on the princess's shoulders. What 
the hell did Vader do to you, Leta? 


"Lando," she called to him over the 
princess's head. 


He looked up, his face reflecting 
the slightly far-away look of someone 
interrupted in a task he was deeply in- 
volved in. He blinked. "Wha--oh, Lady 
Vari. Something wrong?" 


Varvari indicated Leia and the 
wookiee. "What do we do with them when 
we leave?" 


Lando looked from the princess to 
Chewbacca. He shrugged. "That'll be the 
least of our problems. Chewbacca's doped 
to the eye-teeth, but he's ambulatory and 
in a highly suggestible state. We'll tell 
him it's up to him to carry the princess 
to freedom and he'll do it." 


She shot a worried glance at the 
wookiee. "I don't know. He might slow 
us down an awful lot." 


Lando stiffened. "If you're thinking 
of leaving him here, forget it." 


Varvari studied Lando and thought 
better of further comment, merely eyeing 
the wookiee dubiously. Then she looked 
back at Lando. "And what if Leia comes 
to and refuses to leave without Han?" 


Lando very quietly set the control 
mechanism he was working with down on the 
bench. He stared at some middle-space 
past Varvari, past the walls of their 
cell. "Han." His voice was almost dead. 
"I'd almost forgotten. Damn. If we go 
off without him one more time, she'll--" 


Varvari nodded. "I know," she said 
softly. "I know." They exchanged a long 
look of perfect understanding. 


Leia slowly became aware of soft hands 
on her shoulders, and of a whispered con- 
versation over her head. Where was she? 
And why was she being kept from Han? Han. 
Solo for Skywalker. The Dark Lord's words 


echoed in her mind, threatening to send her 


back to that comforting blackness where 
she did not have to weigh one love against 


the other. Where she did not have to face 


Solo's freedom for Skywalker. Think 
about 1t. In your cell. 


Her cell? Was that where--her eyes 
gradually focused on her surroundings. 
Grey extruded walls, floors, ceiling. 
Narrow slabs for sitting, sleeping. 

Very open, very public sanitation facil- 
ities. The dry, odorless coolness of 
constantly recycled air. Were they un- 
derground, then? And people, other 
beings shared her prison. 


Who? "Varvari?" Leia clasped the 
arm of the woman holding her tightly. 


"Oh, my angel. We've been so worried 
about you." The other woman held her off 
a little, examined her face carefully. 
"Are you--are you all right?" 


Leia licked dry lips. "I don't 
think I've been injured. I don't remem- 
ber Vader using any torture on me." 
Solo for Skywalker. Solo for... 


"That's not what I asked, Leia." 
Varvari's voice was strained. Leia 
grimaced. Damn her! She always had 
been too perspicacious. 


Leia shrugged out of Varvari's hold. 
"I'm all right, I tell you." She rubbed 
her forehead fitfully, trying to rub out 
the nightmares. Solo for Skywalker. 

She looked from Lando to Chewbacca, 
frowned at the latter's strange passivity. 
"What about you three?" 


Lando and Varvari cut swift glances 
to one another. "We're all right, Prin- 
cess," he said. He waved a hand at the 
mass of circuitry he was working on. 
"And we hope to be out of here soon." 


Leia nodded. "Fine. Then I can--" 
She shook her head to clear it. "Wait 
a minute," she said. "I left you two 
safe and sound--" She ignored Varvari's 
derisive laugh and her muttered comment 
about 'doing the pavane with the Dark 
Lord Vader' and continued. "--at 


Varvari's. So just what are you doing 
here?" 


Varvari refused to look at her and 
Lando directed his full attention back 
to his circuits. Leia closed her eyes 
tightly. She tried to control her _ 
reaction, but thewords came out clipped, 
harsh. "Vari, the sight of you and Lando 
sitting in a jail cell does not reassure 
me as to the success of our mission--or 
even the chances of our escape." She 
glared at Varvari. "Now why are you 
here?" 


"We figured you'd need help, my sweet." 


"Why? You couldn't know Vader'd rig 
a trap for me. Why the over-protective- 
ness, Varvari?" 


Varvari's fingers played with the 
ruby-and-gold distort belt. "We knew 
you had a phony blaster," she said in a 
rush. 


"A what?" 


"A phony blaster," Varvari repeated. 
Leia started to shake her head. Varvari 
pushed on. "It was a proni, Leia. Ab- 
solutely authentic, right down to the 
gauge that read 'full-charge'. We 
thought of you trying to hold off a squad 
of troopers with it and--" Varvari's ex- 
planation faltered at the sight of Leia's 
face. 


Leia slumped against the wall. "I 
did." 

"You ‘did’ what?" 

"I did hold off a squad of storm- 
troopers with it." 

Varvari just looked at her. "Oh, 
shit." 


Lando smiled sardonically. "Maybe if 
you checked with the owner before 'lib- 
erating' anything you want--" 


Varvari quieted him with a stern 
glance. "How's the resonator coming?" 
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He shrugged. "It's as complete as 
I can make it with what's available to 
me now." 


Leia looked from one to the other. 
"Resonator?" 


Varvari fingered her necklaces. 
"To set off the charges on this little 
brainstorm of Sevar's. " 


Leia jumped up. 
We have to get out of here." Han. 
Find Han and get back before Luke-- 
“Come on, Lando. What do we have to 
lose, anyway? Our lives are forfeit." 


"Then let's go. 


Lando nodded and headed to the door. 
He set the explosives in place. Then, 
leading the docile Chewbacca, he headed 
for the farthest corner from the door. 
He gestured to the two women to follow. 


Leia just looked at him. "Do you 
mind telling me what you're doing?" 


"Getting as far from that explosion 
as possible," he said defensively. 


"Right." The look on her face 
reflected sheer disgust. "If you feel 
like getting a concussion from the shock 
waves, I don't." She pointed to the 
corner of the wall in which the door was 
set. "This is the safest place in the 
room. " 


Lando glanced to Varvari, then 
Shrugged. "All right, Leia. I just 
hope they knew what they were doing in 
‘spy school', and that you got your facts 
straight." They got into position and he 
set off the resonator. 


A single chord hung in the air for a 
moment. Then there was a faint sigh 
from the direction of the door, and a 
small puff of smoke. Lando's face was a 
study in-bitter frustration. He flung 
down the resonator. "Nothing. All that 
and damnall nothing." 


Leia and Varvari, used to the vagaries 
of Sevaran's creativity, exchanged wry 
glances. Leia crawled out from behind 


Chewbacca's mass and stumbled to the 
door. 


Let's see, now. 
true to form... 


Lf Sevar's running 


she extended one finger and prodded 
the door. It fell backward with a heavy 
thud and she was out the cell and into 
the corridor before the others could make 
a move. 


Now to find Han... 


Varvari recovered before Lando simply 
because she'd expected some such little 
Surprise from one of Sevar's toys. She 
jumped to her feet and raced after Leia. 
Over her shoulder she yelled to Lando to 
bring the wookiee. She didn't wait to see 
if he obeyed. 


Damn you, Leia Organa! If you think 
I'm going to let you kite off to commit 
outright suicide after all the sacrifices 
I've made for you... 


Leia was already out of sight. 
Varvari reached the end of the corridor. 
Which way? She shrugged mentally. She 
didn't know about that Force nonsense 
Leia'd taken to spouting, but surely a 
nice deity like Morga wouldn't let Vader 
win. Would she? Well, I'1l see soon 
enough. 


Varvari ran down the right-hand 
branch of the corridor. Leia would be 
looking for Han, and would probably check 
out the other pens or try to find a duty 
roster. The other cells and the command 
center for the palace guard were both 
down the right-hand corridor, and Leia'‘d 
know it. Now if Varv.ari. could just reach 
her in time... 


Varvari neared another cross-corridor 
and paused. She heard a sound down one 
of the branching hallways. She flattened 
herself against the wall. Right. I can 
see the newstape headlines: “Aristocrattic 


authoress discovered in heinous 
conspiracy with galaxy's most wanted 
criminals." 


A squad of troopers marched past 
down the cross-corridor. Varvari held 
her breath and closed her eyes, working 
on the old theory that if she didn't 
see it, it didn't really exist. 


It worked. At least, she realized 
when she dared open her eyes again, none 
of the troopers had seen her or raised 
an alarm. 


And if you're lucky, Vari, nobody 
else will see you. Publicity like this 
you don’t need. Besides, ‘trashy novels’ 
or not, they sell quite well enough, 
thank you. 


Someone came up behind her and 
clamped one arm around her waist and a 
hand over her mouth. Her heart and 
breathing both stopped. 


"Don't scream," a voice whispered. 
"Tt's me, Lando." 


Icy terror flooded away in the hot 
fury of relief. Lando removed the hand 
from her mouth and she began to struggle 
against his hold. 


"Let go of me!" she hissed between 
clenched teeth. "Of all the stupid-- 
what were you trying to do, frighten me 
to death? Let go!" 


"Yeah, well, I lost ten years when 
the pair of you went kiting out of the 
cell just like you didn't have a care in 
the world," Lando responded, not moving 
his arm. "And I'll let you go when you 
promise not to go charging off like that 


again. All right?" 


Still furious, Varvari nodded, and 
Lando released her. She whirled on him 
and he motioned quickly for silence. 
"Yeah, yeah, and if looks could kill I'd 
be stone cold on the rug right now," he 
said impatiently. "Let's find our 
missing princess before you murder me, 
okay?" 
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She nodded and moved down the hall 
again. Lando spoke softly to the wookiee 
and they followed her closely.... 


Varvari peered cautiously in both 
directions at the cross-corridor. Nothing. 
No Leia, no troopers. 


She faced Lando. "I think straight on. 
The command post is dead ahead and Leia 
knows it. If she's thinking rationally, 
that's where she's heading. 


"But is she rational? It wasn't very 
smart, hightailing it out of that cell 
alone." 


Varvari looked hopelessly down the 
branches of the cross-corridor. "I don't 
know what else to say, Lando. If she 
didn't go straight on, she could be any- 
where, and it won't make any odds which 
way we go." 


The wookiee mumbled something and 
Lando reached up absently to rub his 
Shoulder. "All right, Lady Varvari. 
Let's try straight ahead. And Morga 
help us if we're wrong." 


Varvari was desperately aware that 
every minute they remained here made 
their chances of discovery that much 
greater. A solid underpinning of fright 
lent wings to her feet and she sped down 
the corridor. Lando and the wookiee, 
who seemed to be coming out of his daze, 
kept up with her. 


They discovered Leia at the entrance 
to the command post. She spun at the 
sound of them, motioned them to silence. 
They slowed their precipitous rush and 
quietly made their way to her side. 


Varvari did not like the glow in 
Leia's eyes. They were bright, fevered: 
fanatic. She reached out, took the 
smaller woman's wrist in hers. Leia's 
pulse was racing madly. How much more 
pressure could that slender body take 
before the heart simply gave up? 
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"Leia," she whispered, "there's 
nothing more we can do. Let's get out 
of here. We can rescue Han later." 


Leia jerked her arm out of Varvari's 
grasp. "No. He's here, and I'll rescue 
him now. I will." 


He shook 
They both reached for Leia. 


Varvari looked at Lando. 
his head. 


The command post door slid up and 
a khaki-uniformed officer walked straight 
into them. Leia yelled, "Chewie, get 
him!" As the wookiee obeyed and hurled 
the startled man to smash into the far 
wall of the corridor, Leia dodged past 
and rushed into the command post. 


Varvari found herself right on 
Leia's heels, although she was completely 
unaware of how she came to be there. 
Whatever the spell on her, it seemed to 
be contagious, because she could sense 
Lando and the wookiee stumbling after 
her. 


The scene that met her eyes would 
have been hilarious, were it not so 
fraught with potential tragedy. The 
officer of the day, a young unarmored 
lieutenant, rose half out of his seat, 
eyes and mouth opened wide in shock at 
this intrusion. Three stormtroopers, 
unhelmeted, weapons still in their 
holsters, turned startled faces from 
the deployment rosters at which they 
were stationed. Both quartets remained 
frozen in place for several. very long 
heartbeats. 


Oh, shit, thought Varvari. TI want 
to live my ltfe over. And this time 
I'll be good. TI promise. 


As in slow motion, Varvari saw the 
troopers reach for their blasters, saw 
the officer flick a toggle-switch on his 
duty board that set off an attack alert. 
The sudden klaxon call of the alarm 
seemed to wake the wookiee and warn him 
of the danger. He roared a challenge to 
the Imperial troops and lumbered forward. 


The scene righted itself; that dread- 


ful moment of frozen clarity was broken 
by Lando ramming into her from behind 
and knocking her to the ground. As she 
fell, Varvari caught a glimpse of Chew- 
bacca charging at the three troopers, 
picking up a massive duty desk and 
swinging it before him like a primitive 
weapon. 


Something whined past her head. 
Growls and screams of fear and pain 
mingled indiscriminately. There was 
a loud crashing noise. Varvari looked 
up to see what was happening. 


"Damn you, get your head down! 
Those are real blasters." Lando pushed 
her head back down to the floor, but 
not before Varvari caught a glimpse of 
Leia standing untouched in the middle 
of the battle with a still, cold smile 
on her face. 





"Get under that table." Lando 


prodded Varvari to its scanty protection. 


From its shelter, she peeked out at the 
carnage. Two of the troopers had been 
crushed between the wall and the heavy 
desk. The third had obviously been 
brushed aside by one of the wookie's 
long arms and now lay on the floor in a 
broken-doll heap. Chewbacca had 
retrieved one of the troopers' weapons 
and he and the young lieutenant were 
eyeing one another over blasters. 


Leia walked toward the lieutenant 
Slowly, ignoring all danger. Varvari 
realized the officer was trying to keep 
an eye on the princess while not letting 
down his guard with the wookiee. She 
could almost sense his thoughts as he 
wondered what secret weapon this petite, 
seemingly unarmed woman had that she'd 
dare face off an armed man. 


Varvari. could have told him. Insanity, 
my dear. Insanity and an obsession bigger 


than this galaxy. 


The lieutenant panicked. He spun and 


drew aim on Leia. In that split second 
before he could bring himself to fire on 
Lord Vader's prisoner, Chewbacca blasted 
him. The lieutenant fell, a gaping, 


smouldering wound in his chest. Varvari 
had never been so close to death, 
violent death, before. She felt her 
insides heave, but before she lost her 
supper Lando hauled her to her feet. 


"No time for that. Damned officious 
lieutenant set off every alarm in the 
place. We'll be swarming with storm- 
troopers in minutes. Get Leia." He 
hurried to the roster banks, began 
tapping out information on the computer. 


Varvari scrambled to Leia's side. 
The princess was kneeling beside the 
slain officer. She had hooked her hands 
under his ears and was shaking his head 
as though trying to wake him from a 
sound sleep. 


"No. You're not dead, you can't be. 
I'll not let you be dead. Not yet. Not 
till you tell me where Han is." Words 
and actions chilled Yarvari. So calm, 
so outwardly quiet. Yet inside, that 
seething cauldron of irrational violence 
that would not even let the dead rest in 
peace. Damn you, Solo, are you worth 
what she's going through? 


Varvari crouched next to Leia and 
touched her on the shoulder. "Leia, 
he's dead. There's nothing he can do 
to help you. We can't stay here any 
longer. Come on, my pet, let's--" 


Leia shook off Varvari's hand. She 
slapped the lieutenant's pallid face 
several times. "Damn you, tell me. 
Tell me now. Where's Han?" 


Varvari looked desperately to Lando. 
Had he discovered anything? He turned 
from the deployment roster. "Forget it, 
Leia," he said coldly. "Han's not here. 
This was nothing but one of Vader's 
Stralm-be-damned traps from the start." 


"NO!" Leia rushed to his side, 
shoved him out of the way, and stared 
at the roster. "He's here. I know. it." 
Varvari stumbled up to look over Lejia‘s 
shoulder. The duty and deployment 
print-outs told the entire story: Han 
Solo was nowhere in the complex. 


That Stralm-be-double-damned bastard! 
He knew Leia would follow that tip, knew 
she'd come to me for help. He must have 
a file on us that would choke a maracor. 
A sudden, chilling thought. Had she be- 
trayed the others? Sevar? Lucius? 








“Those readouts don't count!" Leia 
said desperately, gripping Lando's arm 


so tightly her fingers whitened. "Han 
doesn't need a guard, so it won't--" 
Lando shook his head. "The Bespin 


hibernation process wasn't designed for 
humans. It needs constant monitoring, 
otherwise Han could start reviving while 
still encased in the carbonite. If he 
were here, there'd be a status hook-up." 


Leia trembled. "No. You're hiding 
him from me. Why are you--" She turned, 
groping about blindly. "Chewie? Where's 
Han? I want--" 


Lando spun her around and leveled a 
blow to her jaw. He caught her as she 
fell. The wookiee growled threateningly 
and started forward. He and Lando glared 
at one another a moment, then Chewbacca 
subsided and nodded. Lando handed Leia's 
limp body to the wookiee. "Take care of 
her, Chewbacca." The other nodded once 
more. "Now let's get the HELL out of 
here, before this place is filled with 
SO many stormtrooper's you'd swear there 
was a blizzard." 


Lando grabbed up a blaster, shoved 
another one into Varvari's hands. "Here, 
do what I do." He fired several bursts 
into the computer bank. Delicate equip- 
ment fried, sizzled, burst into flames. 
Automatic alarms and sprinklers added to 
the confusion of the intruder alert. 


Varvari looked around, spotted a very 
official bank of equipment Lando'd not 
touched. She blasted away. The weapon 
felt strangely heavy, and the feel of it 
when fired was unlike anything she'd 
imagined, despite all her reading, but 
She managed to make a creditable mess oo 
the control panel. 





Lf Vader's going to get me, it might 
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as well be for something worthwhile. In 
its death throes, the control board began 
to feed conflicting information to all 
terminals. Lights flashed on and off, 
doors slammed shut and crashed open ran- 
domly, defense systems went off and on, 
adding to the din. 


“Nice touch," Lando yelled. 


She grinned. "I know," she shouted. 
In a perverse way, this was fun. 


They dashed for the door. Lando and 
Varvari crouched low, kept their weapons 
at the ready. Chewbacoa had Leia cradled 
in one arm, held a weapon in the other 
hand. 


A squad of troopers bore down on 
them. Lando blasted two of them before 
they could return his fire. The fugitives 
Sped down the corridor, closely pursued 
by the remaining soldiers. 


Varvari, blessing the many hours she'd 
Spent in the governor's palace as a teen- 
ager, led them down cross-corridors and 
Side-ways. Half-a-dozen times they 
eluded one band of pursuers or were cut 
off from another band by a randomly 
Opening or closing fire-door. They 
reached the elevator banks, but the power 
had been cut. 

"Come on. The front stairs." 

"Haven't we had that go-round 
before?" Lando said. 


"It worked then, it'll work now," 
Varvari insisted, blithely ignoring their 
non-stop problems since entering the 
palace by the front door. Lando snorted 
derisively. 


They reached the stairs. Varvari 

dashed to the top, followed closely by 
Chewbacca. Lando took the rear, covering 
their movements as well as possible. 
The palace was in a state of confusion 
from the conflicting information still 
being fed into the control systems by 
the relays Varvari had destroyed. She 
was almost ready to retreat to the 
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relative calm of the holding pens area. 


Lando shoved her into the main 
corridor. 
Get that brain of yours to work." 


The glare she threw him would have 
melted carbonite at twenty paces. When 
did I sign up to be the master spy of 
the Alliance forces, anyway? But since 
She'd obviously been volunteered-- 


Varvari dashed past a dazed captain 
in the uniform of the household guard. 
He put out an ineffectual hand to stop 
her, only to be felled by Chewbacca's 
balled fist. She pushed open the 
heavy wooden doors of the main judiciary 
Chambers. Empty. For once, they were 
in luck. She'd expected half the staff 
to be hiding out in here. 


“Come on. Through the judges' cham- 
bers to the parking lot." 


The door leading from the judiciary 
chambers to the robing rooms was locked. 
A blast from Lando's weapon unlocked it. 
Within seconds they were stumbling down 
the rear steps to the private parking 
lot reserved for administrative staff. 


The sky was still dark, and with a 
shock Varvari realized that it was only 
three or four -o'clock in the morning. 
The whole thing had taken but one night. 
One damnable night. Happy birthday, 


Varvari. 


She looked around. This late at 
night the parking area was almost 
deserted, but a sleek, official looking 
aircar sat there sedately. 


"Shall we add theft to our other 
offenses?" Varvari asked. 


"Think I'm about to complain now? 
Might as well be wiped for a maracor 
as a mindial, Han always says--said." 


Chewbacca's muted growl chivvied 
them, bade them hurry. The wookiee 
ripped one of the rear doors off its 
hinges and tenderly set Leia into the 


"It's now or never, Lady Vari. 
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rear seat. Varvari looked doubtfully 
from Lando to the once sleek, now 
mutilated aircar. 


"Can you start it?" 


"Lady Varvari, how many times do I 
have to remind you that I didn't go to 
the College of Thievery and Skullduggery? 
T've never stolen--" 


"Well, neither have I, and I think 
one of us had better learn now, and right 
now." She gave serious consideration to 
the charming prospect of luncheon with 
the Lord Darth Vader. Chewbacca growled 
disgustedly and pushed past her. 


"Get in," Lando said, fitting deeds 
to words and jumping in the driver's 
seat. 


"What?" .Varvari looked from Calrissian 
to the wookiee, who had somehow squeezed 
his bulk under the aircar. The hood popped 
open and he crawled out from the base of 
the aircar only to bury himself to the 
waist in the vehicle's engine. Lando 
tinkered with the controls. There was 
a faint gurgle from its innards. Chew- 
bacca growled and Lando tried another 
setting. 


"T said, ‘Get in'," 
the engine turned over. 
like to go back to your 


he repeated as 
"Unless you'd 

cel1?" 

She did not have to be told three 

times. 


They pulled out of the lot just as 
two squads of stormtroopers came pouring 
around the sides of the palace. Lando 
passed the barracks parking lot and 
Varvari and Chewbacca flamed more than 
half the armored aircars out of commis- 
Sion. 


Lando smiled across at Varvari. 
"Nice shooting, Lady Vari." The wookiee 
hooted questioningly and he laughed. 
"Yes, Chewbacca, you, too." He opened the 
throttle and the sleek car roared toward 
the spaceport. Varvari grimaced as her 
head jounced against the back of the seat. 


Lando's attention was only partially 
on the ribbon-like road before him. He 
glanced over his shoulder. Lucky. Too 
damn lucky. There should have been a 
full platoon after them by now, and they 
should have run into a continuous series 
of road-blocks and barriers. Instead, 
they were almost to the spaceport. 
They'd been followed by now more than 
two or three squads of easily deterred 
troopers and had broken through but 
three rather flimsy roadblocks. 


He was a gambler. Gambling was in 
his blood. And something was telling 
his blood that the odds in this caper 
were unrealistic. They were being 
manipulated, watched. Vader. He 
engineered our capture, now he's 
drawing up the blueprints of our 
escape. Well, no thank you, Lord 
_ Vacler. | 


They had reached the outskirts of 
Corolem and were well on the road to 
the spaceport. By now Vader knew 
exactly where they were heading... 
unless he could do something to foul 
the Dark Lord's plans. He screeched 
the car to a halt. 


"What the--" 


"Out," he said sternly. He looked 
over his shoulder. "Chewbacca, make 
sure the princess is still unconscious, 
then out of the car." 


"Are you--" 
"Raariaori aanouruwrool?" 


"No, I am not crazy. Just sane, for 
the first time since this damn thing 
started." He jumped out into the road. 
"Out of the car, you two." 


Varvari looked back at Chewbacca. 
The wookiee shrugged in bewilderment. 
They looked at Lando skeptically, but 
scrambled out of the car. 
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"Do you mind explaining--" 


He led them several meters down the 
road. "They're tracing us. They have 
to be. It's the only explanation. 
Vader expects us to lead him straight 
back to the rebel rendezvous--and Luke 
Skywalker." 


"And we almost did." 
against the wookiee. 


Varvari slumped 


Lando nodded bitterly. "And we almost 
did." He gestured to the limousine. "We 
could search every square inch of that 
car and not come up with the tracer.” 

He ran his fingers through his hair. 
"Damn, I should have suspected something 
when it was just sitting there, nice and 
pretty, like a cally-bird." 


"Can't we just--" 


"Trade this model in for a new one?" 
She nodded. "It'd take too much time 
to find an unattended aircar Chewbacca 
could start for us. We have to get off 
planet now, before Vader realizes we've 
disarmed his plan. And once we're on 
our way, we'll have to make a quick 
detour to visit some--people I know. 
We'll have to all be completely filtered 
for tracers and pick-ups, just to be 
safe." 


Varvari slid slowly down the wookiee's 
leg to drop cross-legged to the ground. 
She looked up at Lando in bewilderment. 
"What? Filtered? I don't--" 


"There's definitely a tracer in 
Chewbacca or the princess, Lady Varvari, 
and I can't figure out which one." 

Lando's voice was bleak, his face ex- 
pressionless. He pointed to the wookiee's 
furry chest. “You were tranqui lized, 
Chewbacca, but Leia was drugged, too, 

and in such a state of shock they could 
have fed her a tracer in a stuffed maracor 
and she'd never have noticed." He sighed 
and shook his head. "Hell, you could 

both have implants. And I wouldn't even 
Swear Lady Vari and I were free of some 
kind of trace element." He grabbed her 
hand, hauled her back to her feet. 
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"Schaariuariaurl?" Chewbacca said 
thoughtfully as they headed back to the 
aircar. 


"No, Chewie. Going into hyperspace 
will not solve our problem." 


Lando's head snapped up at the soft 
reply. Leia climbed from the aircar. 
Her forehead creased with pain and she 
put one slender hand to her head. 

Lando glared at the wookiee. "Chewie, 
I told you to--" 


"Knock me out again?" Leia asked. 
She raised a brow sardonically. 


"Leia, I--" 


-"T know, I know. You did it for my 
own good." The look she threw him froze 
the words in his throat. "I don't have 
to like it, do I?" She turned back to 
Chewbacca. "The Imperials must have 
equipment that can track through hyper- 
space and for greater distances than 
anything we have. It's the only ex- 
planation for the speed with which they 
traced us to Massassi and later to 
Thiokol." 


Lando looked to his chronometer. 
"We can get to the spaceport in five 
minutes. With any luck, we can find a 
suitable ship and blast off planet in 
ten. But if one of the two of you is 
a walking, talking, breathing tracer- 
housing, do we want to risk it? Lady 
Vari and I can probably still get 
'lost', Princess." He ignored Varvari's 
start at his words, would not let her 
speak. "One or both of you is marked 
'Vader's Own’. Any ideas?" 


Leia nodded. "Chances are it's 
me. I'm the one Vader gave the choice--" 
She bit her lips closed over the rest of 
the sentence. She turned to Varvari. 
"Give me your belt, Vari." 


Varvari unhooked the gold-and-ruby 
belt from her waist, handed it to Leja. 
"IT don't know if this will work, Leia. 
It's designed to distort spy-eyes and 


96 


transceivers. Tracers can cut through 
just about anything." 


"I know, but it's the only chance 
we have. With luck, it was interfering 
enough while you were wearing it to--" 
She broke off at the guilty expression 
that flashed across Lady Varvari's face. 
Lando groaned. What now? 


"T--I turned it off once we got into 
the car." Lando and Leia looked at her 
Silently. Chewbacca put his hand to his 
head and slumped against the aircar. 


"You did what?" Lando asked incredu- 
lous ly. 


"Well, I didn't think I needed it 
on anymore and the damn thing tickles." 


"It what?" Lando said blankly. 
"It tickles," she said defensively. 


Leia ran the glittering chain through 
her fingers. She handed it back to 
Varvari. "You will turn this damn thing 
on, please." 


Varvari made a slight adjustment and 
handed the belt back to Leia. Leia 
wrapped it around her waist, fastened it. 
She directed one fulminating glare at 
Varvari. 


"Leia, this is your revolution, not 
mine. I never--" 


"Later, Varvari. Lando, let's move." 
She climbed back into the aircar. 


"Craariaarool," echoed the wookiee, 
climbing in beside her. 


"Right," Lando said. He slid a 
rueful side-long glance at Varvari and 
shrugged. "Some revolution this is 
turning out to be." She nodded. 





They clambered into the aircar. 
Lando shifted gears until the aircar was 
hitting top speed. They reached the 
Spaceport in even less time than he had 
predicted. 


Leia noted with relief that the space- 
field was relatively bare of troopers or of 
any armed details. Lando agreed, but added 
"I can hear Lord Vader now: 'Come, little 
rebels. Nice little rebels. Steal a ship 
or two, little rebels.' And the trouble 
1s, we have to. I doubt that Lady Drea ID 
of yours will get us anywhere near a 
passenger ship out of here, Leia." He 
grinned. "Especially considering the-- 
off-putting appearance we must make." 





Leia shrugged. "It doesn't really 
matter. Not if Vader thinks he can home 
in on me." 


Lando eyed the gold-and-ruby belt 
around Leia's waist consideringly. "If 
that thing is working, he may get 
desperate enough to find out why you're 
no’ longer transmitting. He'll send a 
detail to check it out. So, if you 
don't mind--" He gestured in the 


direction of the field. "--can we 
PLEASE do something useful? Soon?" 


Leia's grin was a slight echo of 
her old self. "We can always steal a 
Spaceship. Any preferences, Vari?" 


Varvari nodded. "That one." She 
pointed to a candy-red yacht off to one 
corner of the field. 


Leia and Lando stared at her. 
"Why?" he asked baldly. "It looks ab- 
solutely atrocious and is as conspicuous 
as hell." 


She shrugged. "Maybe. But I know 
the call letters, so I may be able to 
fool the tower into thinking it's a 
routine departure. That could buy us 
some badly needed time." 


Leia shrugged also. "I'm game. 
Lando? Chewie?" Lando nodded slowly, 
obviously reluctant, but unable to 
offer any other suggestion. Chewie 
agreed too, but only after making 
perfectly clear his opinion of the 
esthetics--or lack thereof--of the red 
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Ship. 


They slipped onto the field and 
headed for the yacht. By this time the 
drugs were almost entirely out of Leia's 
system, but she was still reacting ab- 
normally strongly to the situation. 

She found her heart in her mouth each 
time they were forced to seek concealment 
in the shadows from a stray mechanic or 
a lone stormtrooper. 


They reached the ship. Varvari 
punched out a coded series on the thumb 
plate and the landing ramp slid down. 
"Welcome aboard, Lady Varvari. I am 
at your command." The voice was unmis- 
takably masculine, vibrant and sardonic. 
Leia gasped in sudden recognition. 
Lucius! But then this is-- She turned 
to Varvari, who seemed perfectly un- 
affected by the enormity of what this, 
this ship was. 


"Hello, Phoenix," Varvari said. "I 
have some friends with me. May they 
come aboard, too?" 7 


"Of course, Lady Varvari.." 


"And we may have to take off at a, 
a rather mad pace. Are you willing to 
take a trip with me?" 


"T have been programmed to respond 
to you, Lady Varvari. As is--" 


Varvari blushed. "Shut up, Phoenix! 
That's enough of that for now. We'll 
be entering now. Please prepare for 
immediate take-off." 


"And Phoenix," Leia added, "don't be 
at all surprised if we're hauled to by 
Darth Vader's fleet." 


"Leia," Varvari protested, surely 
even Vader wouldn't shoot at Lucius's 
ship!" . 


"Want to bet?" snapped Lando. 
There was a second's pause, then the 


Ship asked in tones of surprised 
pleasure, "Leia? Qur Leia-the-rebel- 


princess?" 


"We can talk about that inside," Leia 
said, looking distractedly down the field 
toward a detachment of troopers clattering 
in their direction. They ran up the ramp 
and Varvari led them to the cockpit. 

Leia strapped herself into the pilot's 
chair and ran a knowledgeable eye over 
the instrument panel. 





What she saw there only confirmed her 
suspicion. Dear, darling Vari had capped 
the entire affair by leading them to the 
Cloned Consciousness Intact Ship owned by 
the High Lord Lucius. A dam.CCI. If 
that wasn't all that was necessary to set 
the seal on this debacle. She could see 
Rieekan's face now... 


"Yes, sir. We made our getaway 
in a CCI. Whose brain cells formed 
the heart of the computer matrix? 
Well, you're not going to like this, 
sir, but it's the High Lord Domi jan 
Ekhandhar Lucius Veldran Tragaris. 
Ues, sir. The Emperor's nephew, 
sir. Wes, sir. We stole THAT CCI.” 


...ne would kill her. 
Maybe she'd have a better chance of sur- 
viving with Vader? 


She spun around to face Varvari, who 
had fallen into the navigator's seat be- 
hind her. "Vari, why are we stealing--" 


"Borrowing," Phoenix corrected with 
what Leia could swear was an air of amuse- 
ment. 


"Why are we 'borrowing' this ship?" 


"Phoenix Rising is the only ship I 
know can get us away from any pursuit," 
Varvari said. "With the special modifica- 
tions Lucius and Sevar put in--" 


There was a hammering at the outer 
airlock. "Oh, great," said Lando. "While 
you characters have been playing ‘get 
acquainted' with a damn spaceship, we've 
been sitting ducks for Vader's men." 


Leia shivered. Phoenix's voice, that 


Definitely kill her. 
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was so nearly Lucius's, whispered in 
her ear, "It's all right, Princess Leia. 
I'1] get you out of here. Lucius would 
want that." Aloud the ship announced, 
"Countdown procedures initiated. Take 
your seats, please." The rumble of the 
engines underscored the ship's words, 
and Leia felt the sudden familiar 
sensation of acceleration. In minutes, 
they had shaken free of the gravitational 
field of Grenfell. 

Lando's voice sounded dazed. "Self- 
regulating?" - 


"Uh, within limits," Varvari said 
nervously. "Lucius usually pilots and 
programs Phoenix himself." 


"I will be glad to let you assume 
control of my functions, Lady Varvari, 
Or any other authorized--and licensed-- 
pilot you designate. But only after I 
take care of those TIE fighters and 
elude that StarDestroyer." 


"what?" 
"WHAT? | 2" 
"CROWLIAR!!!1" 


Even though she'd been expecting it, 
Leia found it unnerving to look through 
the canopy at the unmistakeable lines of 
one of the Empire's top-of-the-line 
ships. She had the numbed feeling of 
one facing unavoidable death--or worse. 
CCI or not, no private space-yacht had 
the fire-power necessary to escape the 
three TIES spewing after them from the 
maws of that Corellian class destroyer. 
As for their chances of avoiding the 
latter's tractor-beam, no ship could 
make the jump to hyperspace this close 
to a planet's gravity well. 


Almost negligently, Phoenix gave 
her the tie. 


The ship engaged the three TIEs and 
destroyed them within seconds, then shot 
into hyperspace, leaving the StarDestroyer 
far behind. 


The speed with which the impossible 
had been accomplished kept Leia speech- 
less for several seconds. She felt 
Strangely light-headed, and wondered 
if she had slept through the most im- 
portant act of a tri-dee drama. 


"How, in the name of All--" croaked 
Lando's voice behind her. 


"Special modifications," Phoenix 
answered smugly. 


Leia did not react. She had 
realized with a sickening sense of 
reality the position they were in. 
Phoenix Rising was a Cloned Conscious- 
ness Intact Ship, a ship whose computer 
matrix was formed by cloning the brain 
cells of its ‘owner'. Lucius or no 
Lucius, how could she allow an Imperial 
CCI to record the location of the 
Alliance command? 


She had no fears that Lucius would 
betray her, any more than Varvari or 
Sevaran would. But the situation made 
her uncomfortable. 


Leia unbuckled and walked to the 
canopy. She stared out at the shifting 
nebulosity of hyperspace. "Can I trust 
you, Phoenix?" she whispered under her 
breath. 


She was not surprised to hear Lucius's 
warm voice in her ear. “With my life, 
Princess." 


Almost, she felt like refusing that 
offer. It was strange, but it was 
almost as though the ship were a real 
person. Perhaps the voice, and the 
reminder of Lucius... She had lost Han, 
how could she accept the responsibility 
for yet another life? Solo for Skywalker? 
No, Dark Lord, it its my own life that is 
forfert. And yours. 





She stared out at the canopy, and 
in her eyes there grew the emptiness of 
Space. 


Lando stretched, turned to Varvari. 
"Not that I want to interfere with your 
escape plan, but don't you think you 
should lay in a course?" 


"Phoenix?" Varvari said uncertainly. 


The purring hum of the engines 
shifted subtly. "We're on manual," the 
Ship informed them. "I'd advise someone 
to take the controls." 


Lando ran his hand distractedly 
through his hair. He looked over to 
Leia. She was still staring out the 
canopy, and Chewbacca was beside her, 
One massive hand resting protectively 
on her shoulder. "Princess, I--" He 
caught sight of her eyes mirrored in 
the paraglass. They were empty, reflect- 
ing back nothing. 


A tremor ran through him. He 
quickly shifted to look at Lady Varvari. 
She had risen and was staring at Leia. 
Her lips were pressed tightly together 
in a vain attempt to control their 
quivering. She looked totally drained, 
confused, and frightened. Lando 
realized with a shock that she'd never 
been this close to death, to violence, 
before. She'd held up remarkably well, 
and only now, in relative safety-- 


"If it isn't too much of a problen, 
do you think someone could tell me 
where we're going?" Phoenix said. "Un- 
less, of course, you prefer to travel 
in circles until my fuel runs out? I'd 
find that frightfully boring, but if 
you insist--" 


Lando sighed deeply and reached over 
to feed the coordinates of a waystation 
he knew into the computer. It would 
have to do. At least for now. 


Varvari smiled down at him tremu- 
lously. He put a comforting hand on 
her waist. Varvari put her hand over 
his, and stared at Leia. Lando followed 
her gaze. 


He shuddered. Leia Organa would come 
* out of this abortive quest, if not whole, 


99 


+ pana 4s 
t oes 
wip Fe 


4% 





at least functional. But would those she 


touched? Varvari's life was totally dis- 
rupted, as was his own. As for Chewbacca-- 
And Han? If she'd only left him alone-- 


He tore his gaze from the princess 
and tried to turn Varvari's away. When 
his arm tightened, Varvari half fell, was 
half gathered onto his lap. She put her 
head on his shoulder and began to cry. 


Lando's arms closed around her. He 
didn't know whether it was to stop her 
Shaking or his own. 


Leia Organa stared into nothingness. 
Phoenix hurtled onward. 


Leia stalked into General Rieekan's 


office. He looked up from the report he 
was reading. "Princess! Are you all 
right?" 


She tossed Varvari.'s ruby hairpin onto 
his desk. He picked up the pin and looked 
at it curiously. "What's this?" 


"I've done your job, General. There's 
your new base, and a whole damn system to 
serve as operational headquarters. Now 
let me get on about my business." She 
started for the door. 


Luke's due to return 
Will 


"Princess, wait. 
tonight. He's been asking for you. 
you--" 


She shook her head vehemently. Luke. 
No. Not now. Now until I can think 
clearly, can look at the facts squarely. 
"TI can't see him, General. Not now, not 
yet." She did not turn around. 


She heard the general push back his 
chair. He strode over to her, turned her 
to the light. 
"Leia, what--" 


She pulled away from him. She knew the 
ice that her face showed, knew that it 
would hurt this old friend. But she clung 
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He looked at her searchingly. 


to the comforting chill as to a life- 
line. If she let go, even for one 
minute, the madness would return. 


She closed her eyes, remembering how 
empty she had been in Corolem after her 
disappointment in not finding Han. She 
could not allow herself to reach such 
depths again. Because the next time she 
did, Vader would find an easy entrance 
to her mind. And she would not, could 
not let that happen. 


"--see Luke?" 


She shook her head numbly, not even 
caring what the rest of the question had 
been. No. She must not see Luke. If 
She did, the temptation to tell him of 
Vader's offer would be too much. And 
to save his friend, Luke would go to 
Vader, and would fall. 


And it was not for that I risked 
my life, my sanity, my love. Not for 
that at all, Luke Skywalker. She would 
bear the burden a little longer, and 
would pray the ice cold barriers she'd 
erected would hold. 


Solo for Skywalker. Solo's freedom 
for Skywalker. Her breath caught 
raggedly. Luke, Han. Understand. This 
has to be my burden, at least for a while 
longer. 


She turned from Rieekan. 
General." 


"Goodbye, 


"Where are you going?" 

She looked back at him, her eyes as 
blank as the space between the stars. 
"To find Han." 


She closed the door very quietly on 


her way out. 
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Spock’s Elf 


CAPTAIN'S LOG, STARDATE 4607.1: 

Captain James T. Kirk reporting. We 
are in standard orbit around the planet 
Elysia. Initial reports from the explo- 
ration branch of Starfleet indicate that 
Elysia is eminently suited for coloniza- 
tion by humanoid populations. An Earth- 
Mars type planet, Elysia possesses many 
saltent features. The climate is ideal 
for farming and related industries, the 
land is rich and arable. There are ex- 
tensive farmlands, grasslands, and 
forests, as well as rich mineral deposits. 
There ts an abundance of native life, but 
no indication of a native sapient race. 
So far as could be determined by the 
initial exploration team, Elysta isa 
true Eden. 

The Enterprise has been ordered to 
escort a team of scientists to Elysia. 
They are to set up a permanent installa- 
tion and run intensive tests of the 
planet's environment. Should their 
tests corroborate the inttial reports, 
Elysia will be opened for colonization 
within the next five to ten years. 

Mr. Spock has beamed down to the 
planet's surface with a landing party 
to runa final check on the site chosen 
for the survey camp. If everything goes 
according to plan, the permanent site 
will be set up within 48 hours, and our 
passengers will be beamed to their new 
home. | 


It had been a routine planet beam- 
down. Even Spock, who had grown wary of — 
_ Eden-like planets, found himself relaxing 
in the sun's soothing warmth. Silver- 
green grass formed a lush carpet underfoot, 
and calendula-like flowers dotted this 
carpet at various intervals. Murmurous 
insect life was rife. Small field 
creatures popped their heads out of the 
grass from time to time, showing no signs 
of fear at the sight of the landing party. 


As he walked, Spock found himself 


103 


thinking of that other Eden, Omicron Ceti 
ITI. But Elysia's sun produced no Berthold 
rays, and no space-born symbiotic spores had 
become rooted in its soil. Inevitably, as 
they often did when he thought of that now- 
lost paradise, Spock's thoughts turned to 
the words with which his captain had broken 
his dependence on those spores. Pointy 
eared elf who should be sitting on a mush- 
toom. The words no longer hurt, but their 
touch of whimsy continued to fascinate him. 
A Vulcan elf...most illogical, his thoughts 
continued. 


spock's curiosity, always one of his 
major characteristics, led him to explore 
a nearby grove of tall blue-green trees. 
He walked through the forested area, making 
notations from time to time of the native 
fauna and flora. His discerning eye saw 
no sign of any overt danger which might 
imperil any future colony. A large clearing 
opened in front of Spock, and he paused in 
amazement. There, before his eyes, was a 
mushroom-like growth 2.89 meters tall. A 
minute being measuring .43 meters sat on 
top of the fungoid growth. 


Were he completely human, Spock would 
have rubbed his eyes in disbelief. The 
tiny being was winged, but with wings so 
gossamer thin, it seemed impossible for 
even its slight weight to be lifted by them. 
The face and body structure of the tiny 
alien were indentifiably female. She had 
long black hair which tumbled freely down 
her back. To add to the sense of unreality 
in the scene before him, her ears were 
pointed and her brows arched familiarly. 
Moveover, unbelievable though it was, she 
was dressed in a science officer's uniform-- 
complete to the proper identifying insignia 
on the chest. | 


The surrealistic atmosphere was strength- 
ened by the fact that she was putting to her 
mouth a small, silver flutelike instrument. 
From this she was coaxing a song of almost 
unbearable sweetness, a primeval melody 


which twined its way around both emotion 
and intellect. 


For more than 2000 years of recorded 
history, there had been no incidence of 
insanity in Spock's family. He rather 
doubted that he would be the first. 
must be a logical explanation for this 
phenomonen, he thought as he surveyed the 
rather illogical apparition before him. 


Spock unslung the tricorder from his 
shoulder. Pointing it at the giant mush- 
room and its tiny occupant, he took a 
reading. Both mushroom and female being 
registered strongly on his tricorder. 
Spock made a circular sweep of the area. 
His tricorder appeared to be in perfect 
working order. It would appear the 
mushroom and its...its occupant are in- 
deed present. fascinating, but sucha 
prompt response to my inner thoughts is, 
to say the least, rather disquieting. 
Frowning slightly, Spock unhooked his 
communicator. 


Keeping a wary eye on the tiny alien, 
Spock flipped open the sending grid on — 
his communicator. "Dr. McCoy, come in 
please." 


"Sickbay. What is it, Spock?" 
questioned the chief medical officer of 
the Enterprise. 


"Dr. McCoy, please take a life-form 
reading of this area to within a /00 
meter radius." 


There was a pause, then the doctor's 
voice came over Spock's communicator. 
"Readings taken, Spock. What specific 
information do you require?" 


"What readings are in my exact 
proximity?" | 


"Readings are identical to the 
general planet readings taken before 
beam-down. 
Nothing particularly unusual or outstand- 
ing." 


Spock frowned thoughtfully. "Doctor, 
could you be a little more specific in 


There 


Insects, smaller animal forms. 
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your readings?" 


"Well, you are within a small glade. 
The other five members of the landing 
party have scattered and are outside your 
requested 700 meter radius. In your im- 
mediate vicinity are several creatures 
analogous to field mice, moles, rabbits, 
insects, birds, and such. Now, is that 
sufficiently specific or," McCoy's voice 
became laced with sarcasm, “do you want me 
to tell you how many fleas are on the fur 
of the rabbit watching your scientific non- 
sense from the shade of the third tree to 
your right?" 


Spock ignored the doctor's rather 
emotional response--although he did, sur- 
reptitiously, glance over to the forest 
from where a small rabbit was, indeed, re- 
garding him with bright eyes. A rather 
interesting example of parallel planet 
development, he thought. Aloud, he asked, 
"There was no indication of sentient life, 
or of a humanoid life form?" 


"Spock, you know very well I'd have 


told you if there were." 


The Vulcan First Officer raised a 
quizzical brow. "There seems to be an 
anomaly, doctor. I am presently looking at 
a small Vulcan elf. She registers on my 
tricorder as a living, sentient being. Yet 
you tell me that you have no record of her 
existence on the ship's instruments. There 
is, of course, the added problem that elves 
do not exist in Vulcan tradition. I am, 
therefore, somewhat at a loss to account 
for her." 


The pause from the Enterprise was 
longer this time. Then Dr. McCoy's worried 
voice came through. "Spock, it's been two- 
and-a-half years since your last shore- 
leave. You're over-worked, over-tired. 
suggest..." 


I'd 


"Dr. McCoy, I am not hallucinating. 
Directly in front of me is a small elf 
seated on.a large mushroom." 


McCoy's voice, sounding even more wor- 
ried than before, came through to him again. 
"An elf. Seated on a mushroom. Spock, if 


you're not hallucinating, you must be 
joking." 


"Vulcans do not joke, doctor." 


"SO you keep telling me. But the al- 
ternative is that you've finally warped 
that precisely honed Vulcan mind to the 
point where it's short-circuited. I'm 
coming down, Spock. Stay there." 


A brief pause, then McCoy's voice 
added as an after-thought, "And keep that 
blasted elf there, too." 


Spock made no immediate response to 
McCoy. He closed his communicator and 
replaced it on his belt. Then he took 
another series of tricorder readings for 
comparative purposes. The results were 
the same, Nodding his head thoughtfully, 
spock closed his tricorder and slung it 
over his shoulder. Then, folding his 
arms, he waited patiently for McCoy to 
appear. 


Within moments, a golden column of 
Sparkling light appeared within the glade. 
This immediately coalesced into the solid 
form of the ship's chief surgeon. 


"Now just where the..." McCoy's voice 
died out as his startled eyes took in:the 
appearance of the tiny elf seated on the 
huge mushroom. "Good lord, Spock! You 
were right." 


"But, of course." 


McCoy held his medi-kit scanner up to 
the tiny alien. She registers on this, 
Spock. I don't understand. I tell you, 
nothing uncommon, or even remotely re- 
sembling this scene registers on the 
Ship's instrumentation." 





"Doctor, I am as at a loss to explain 
this untoward event as you are." 


McCoy stood in silent contemplation. 
Then he turned to Spock. "Spock, it 
could just be that I've been associating 
with you too long. I could be sharing in 
your hallucination." 


Spock gave a small sigh which would 
have symbolized extreme exasperation in a 
human being. "Doctor, Vulcans do not 
hallucinate." 


"I grant you, she appears real. But 
why doesn't she register on ship's instru- 
ments? All systems were overhauled two 
months ago and are in perfect working order. ' 


During this interchange, the little elf 
had stopped playing her musical instrument. 
With her head cocked to one side, she 
appeared to be avidly listening to the con- 
versation of the two officers. A definite 
gleam of intelligence could be seen in her 
eyes as she listened. Spock took note of 
this fact. Turning to McCoy, he asked, 
"Exactly how does one go about introducing 
one's self to an elf?" 


McCoy looked at him askance. "I have 
absolutely no idea of the proper protocol, 
Spock. Shall we simply go up to her and 
introduce ourselves?" 


The two officers approached the huge 
mushroom. With typical Southern gallantry, 
McCoy swept a deep, gracious bow in the 
direction of the elven being. Straightening 
up, he addressed the tiny sprite with the 
vowels of his Georgia home-land honey-rich 
in his voice, saying, "Ma'am, I am Leonard 
McCoy of the USS Enterprise. My companion 
is Mr. Spock, its First Officer. Whom have 
I the honor of addressing?" 


The elf broke into a delicious tinkle of 
laughter. That laughter was everything that 
every fairytale of earth had ever promised 
it to be. Sunlight and moonlight, silver 
mists and golden fruit were all contained in 
that laughter. 


The elf's tiny wings began to beat the 
air. Despite their seeming fragility, the 
wings lifted her into the air above the 
mushroom. She swooped and soared around 
the two. Enterprise officers. Then, like a 
huge dragonfly, she hovered in the air in 
front of Spock. Wordlessly, the two con- 
fronted one another from jet eyes set be- 
neath identical brows. Then she gave 
another gurgle of laughter and disappeared 
completely from sight. 





McCoy looked at his medi-scanner in 
disbelief. There had been no sign of 
any energy transfer at the moment of her 
disappearance. One moment she was there, 
the next moment she was not. "Spock," 
he asked resignedly, "what have you gotten 
me into now?" 


"I fail to understand your meaning, 
doctor. The alien being we saw is a fact. 
Our portable instruments definitely re- 
corded her presence. Our job is to deter- 
mine by what agency ship's instrumentation 
were kept unaware of her existence." 


McCoy looked at First Officer Spock in 
Silence for several minutes more. Then, 
shaking his head, he said, "Spock, if I 
know my Vulcans--and, after all these 
years I am finally beginning to--we'll 
soon discover that you had every thing 
to do with both her existence and her dis- 
appearance. " 


"Your words are unfounded and i1lo- 
gical," Spock said, but his thoughts ran 
along different channels. Strange how 
humans can often reach an answer that 
approaches the truth by taking quantum 
leaps over the process of logic. There 
is no way the doctor can know that the 
elf was brought into existence in re- 
sponse to my thoughts. Is this another 
of his ‘hunches’? 


McCoy eyed Spock steadily, then 
replied, "Perhaps. However, I have the 
intuitive feeling that I'll be proven 
correct." 


Spock refused to comment. Instead, 
he unslung his tricorder again and made 
a systematic search of the glade. He was 
looking for some clue, some hint into the 
nature of the tiny alien. 


McCoy stood to one side, a gently 
sardonic smile on his face as he watched 
Spock search fruitlessly. 

Spock looked up. "Are you not going 
to assist me, doctor?" 


McCoy gave a very exaggerated sigh. 
"All right, Spock. But it won't do any 
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good." 


He did indeed help Spock with his 
search. However, he did so with such an 
air of exaggerated reluctance that, 
momentarily, human irritation threatened 
to break through Spock's Vulcan calm. 


At last, tacitly admitting that McCoy 
had been right in his final supposition, 
Spock said, "I think that is all we can do 
down here. Let us return to the Enterprise, 
and obtain the help of the ship's computers .' 


McCoy agreed readily, and stood by 
patiently while Spock contacted the other 
members of the landing party. 


Spock's questioning revealed that none 
of the other landing party members had 
Sighted anything out of the ordinary. They 
admitted that the scientific information 
they had gathered had not yet been collated 
or analyzed, but to them, Elysia was still 
Eden--an Eden devoid of elves, Vulcan or 
otherwise. Spock directed all five members 
of the landing party to meet him at the 
original beam-down site, then turned to 
McCoy. "Doctor?" 


Spock and McCoy set out to rejoin the 


crew. At the last minute, Spock turned to 
look at the glade one more time. Both 
brows raised in extreme surprise. For 


precisely 1.37 minutes the glade was filled 
with a glowing, golden nimbus. Uncharac- 
teristically, he blinked his eyes, and the 
glow disappeared. Spock shrugged mentally. 
This was one more piece to the puzzle that 
was Elysia. 


Boma and Jaeger were already at the 
beam-down site when McCoy and Spock arrived. 
Rodriguez arrived almost simultaneous ly 
with the senior officers. They waited 
several minutes longer for the final mem- 
bers of the landing party to appear. 
Barrows and Sulu did not arrive, however. 

A faint frown on his face, Spock sent a 
signal out to the two missing crew members. 
There was no response on any wave-band of 
the communicator. 


Meanwhile, McCoy had been deep in 
thought. He looked up at Spock's failure 
to contact Barrows or Sulu. 


"Spock, do you think this could be 
another 'shore-leave' planet?" 


Spock thought deeply for a minute. 
Shore leave planet? Indeed. Sucha 
possibility would explain some of the 
anomalies I have discovered to date. 

He nodded. "That may account for the 
inexplicable events we.have experienced 
thus far, doctor. Although we have not 
seen a Keeper, that does not entirely 
negate your supposition." 


McCoy nodded in turn. "It would 
also help to explain the sudden dis- 
appearance of two of the most overly 
romantic members of the Enterprise 
crew." 


"Overly romantic?" 


"Yes, Spock. Overly romantic. 
Barrows envisions herself a fairytale 
princess and Sulu has a deeply felt 
desire to be a swashbuckling musketeer 
or a knight of old. If this is a 
_ 'shore-leave' planet, can you imagine 

what the android providers would be 
capable of creating for our merriment 
with the combined imagination of those 
two to draw on?" 


Despite his Vulcan heritage, Spock 
gave a visible shudder. All too vividly 
he now recalled certain past incidents 
in which Sulu and Barrows had figured 
only too prominently--incidents which 
only underscored the deep-rooted romanti- 
cism which lay beneath the external 
scientific proficiency of Lt. Itaka Sulu 
and Ensign Tonia Barrows. Spock looked 
around with a slight grimace of distaste, 
almost as though anticipating fire- 
breathing dragons or talkative white 
rabbits to appear suddenly. Neither 
dragons nor white rabbits appeared. 
did Sulu and Barrows. 


Nor 


The problem was assuming major pro- 
portions. Spock took out his communica- 
tor and contacted the Enterprise. "Spock 
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to transporter room. 
room." 


Spock to transporter 


“Transporter Chief Kyle, here. 
Spock?" 


Yes, 
Mr. 


"Five to beam up, Mr. Kyle." 


"Yes, sir." 


Beam-up was accomplished without any 
difficulty. Once in the main transporter 
room, Spock dispatched the members of the 
landing party to their various functions. 
Boma, Jaeger, and Rodriguez were to transfer 
the data they had gathered to ship's con- 
puters and begin to compile the statistics 
necessary for the final determination of 
the status of the planet. 


Calling McCoy over, Spock said, "Doctor, 
I suggest we go to the bridge and let the 
captain know of the recent activities on 
Elysia's surface. We will then be able to 
initiate a search for Sulu and Barrows." 


Spock and McCoy took the turbo-lift to 
the bridge. During the entire trip they 
remained silent, Spock pondering on the 
events of the last hour, McCoy locked in 
his own thoughts. The turbo-lift doors 
opened at the bridge and McCoy and Spock 
stepped out. 


"Jim, you'll never believe..." McCoy 
began, but his voice died out as the entire 
bridge crew winked out of existence. Where 
there had been a scene of bustling activity, 
there was now a totally empty, echoing 
bridge. McCoy turned to Spock. "Spock, I 
think our hallucination is spreading." 


"Doctor, this time you may be even more 
correct than you think." 


The two. senior offices of the Enterprise 
began a systematic search of the bridge. 
Spock, extremely well-read, and versed in 
various oddities, was reminded of the 
mystery of the Marie Celeste and other such 
"ghost ships." The bridge was completely 


deserted, yet there were no signs of 
violence, no signs of any danger remaining 
to threaten Spock or McCoy. All looked as 
though the bridge crew had stepped away 
momentarily. One of Uhura's earrings was 
still. lying on the communications board. 

A small pocket calculator had been propped 
against the engineering console. The Cap- 
tain's chair still swung back and forth, 
as though being given impetus by his body. 


"Spock, if we ever clear this up, I'm 
turning us both in for a five month sick 
leave." 


"I am sure that will not be necessary, 
doctor. There must be a logical explana- 
tion underlying these events. Do you re- 
call anything that may help us understand 
these seemingly inexplicable events?" 


McCoy frowned thoughtfully. "I didn't 
like to mention it at the time, because I 
was half afraid it might really be part of 
an hallucination, but when our bridge crew 
disappeared, I could've sworn I heard the 
laughter of our little elven friend from 
the mushroom." 


Spock slowly nodded his head. "I, 
also, thought I heard such a sound." 


Spock walked over to the communications 
console. He called Chief Engineer Scott 
and ordered him to the bridge with a full 
back-up crew after tersely explaining the 
Situation. Then he contacted Boma, Jaeger, 
and Rodriguez. Since returning to their 
respective laboratories, none of the three 
had observed any unprecedented incidents, 
and all were enthusiastic about the data 
they had recovered on the planet. 


"Sir, there is massive evidence of 
recent extensive terra-forming," reported 
Boma. 


"And, Mr. Spock, I can find no evi- 
dence of animal or fossil remains prior 
to 25 years ago," Jaeger added. 


Rodriguez concurred with the reports 
from his fellow officers and contributed, 
"Sir, I've noticed some very subtle hints 
of meteorological anomalies that could 


result from climate control." 


Spock raised an eyebrow. "On an un- 
inhabited planet? Interesting." 


Spock closed the communications channels. 
Silently, he stared down at Uhura's golden 
earring, mute testimony to the actual 
existence of the Bantu Communications Offi- 
cer. Spock knew that, technically, Uhura 
was out of uniform when she wore her ear- 
rings on duty. However, with the sensi- 
tivity that had been heightened by so many 
years of interaction with humans, he knew 
that the very individualism which caused 
her to wear such items of personal adorn- 
ment while on duty also made her the out- 
standing officer she was. 


Thoughtfully fingering the earring the 
while, Spock opened all frequencies on the 
communications board. A random check of 


ship's services and personnel revealed that, 


with the exception of the bridge, all 
appeared to be normal. 


Spock looked over to where McCoy was 
standing. The doctor was shaking his head 
from side to side slowly. "I've told you, 
Spock, you're the source of the hallucina- 
tion. The only reason I'm sharing it is 
because I'm here with you." 


Spock refused to comment on':McCoy's 
dehiberately provocative remarks. He con- 
tinued to bemusedly run his fingers up and 
down the shiny surface of Uhura's earring 
as he tried to make some sense of the last 
few chaotic hours. There must be a logical 
pattern fo all of this. If I add all the 
factors, I should be able to sense where 
events are leading. The elf. The dis- 
appearance of the bridge crew. The 
planetary anomalies our science survey 
team has discovered. The misreading of our 
ship's sensors. What pattern can I discern 
from this? 


He closed his hand thoughtfully over the 
bauble. Someone, or some thing, has gone to 
a great deal of trouble to set up this 
situation. An elf, and an almost magical 
disappearance. Magical? Of course! 


Turning to McCoy, he asked, "Are you 
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going to accompany me, doctor?" 
"Where?" 


By this time Spock was halfway to 
the turbo-lift door. "Back to the planet," 
he threw over his shoulder. 


McCoy shrugged. "For what good it'l] 
do, Spock, I'm right behind you." 


Scott arrived at that moment with his 
back-up crew, and Spock turned the con :: 
over to him. Spock and McCoy entered the 
turbo-lift and within seconds were delivered 
to the main transporter room. Transporter 
Chief Kyle was still on duty. Spock walked 
over to the main control console of the 
transporter. He and Kyle talked quietly 
together several minutes, then Spock began 
to lay in an intricate pattern on the 
transporter board. Spock turned to McCoy. 
"Doctor, I suggest that we don life-support 
suits." 


"Life-support suits? Spock, it's an 
Eden-like climate down there!" 


"Doctor, please humor me in this re- 
quest. If you must, I have a--a 'hunch' 
that life-support suits may be vital to 
our continued existence." 


McCoy gave Spock a look that spoke of 
shock, but gave no more arguments. He 
put on one of the seldom-used life-support 
suits, as did Spock. Both men then 
mounted the transporter platform. Kyle 
worked the controls of the pre-set trans- 
porter. Spock felt a familiar tingling 
sensation. At his side he could see 
McCoy sparkle into nothingness. Before 
he himself was disintegrated by the 
energies of the beams, Spock looked over 
to where Kyle still stood at the trans- 
porter board, a look of utter amazement 
and complete disbelief on his face. 
Quickly, before the Enterprise was com- 
pletely lost to his view, Spock followed 
the path of Kyle's gaze. There, doubled 
up with laughter, was the tiny sprite from 
the planet below. 


So, he thought with pleasure, I must 
be nearing the truth. 
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On Elysia's surface, two columns of 
glowing light slowly solidified into the 
forms of the senior officers of the USS 
Enterprise. They had transported into the 
middle of a fiercely raging storm. A storm 
of such overwhelming intensity had not been 
noted on all of Elysia by earlier observa- 
tions. 


McCoy, completely startled by the break 
in anticipated weather conditions, took a 
scanner reading. He turned to Spock in 
amazement. "Spock, this is a highly 
corrosive storm formed by charged particles 
of sulphuric acid being whipped about by 
gale strength winds. How, in heaven's name, 
could such a storm even exist on Elysia? 
It's totally impossible by all the laws of 
nature that we know. There's absolutely 
no geo-physical evidence that any such 
physical event as is happening to us now 
is even remotely possible on this planet. 
Without these suits we'd have been destroyed 
by now. Your 'hunch' was right." 





spock did not appear gratified that his 
‘hunch' had indeed proven out. Instead, he 
appeared more worried than ever. 


Spock took out his tricorder. Special 
protective coating, routine on all instru- 
ments used as frequently as the tricorder, 
preserved it from the corrosive elements 
raining down on them. The Vulcan played 
his tricorder in a wide circle. Gradually, 
as he made more and more adjustments on his 
instrument, Spock began to swing in a 
smaller and smaller arc. At last, he held 
his tricorder steadily in front of him. 


"Doctor, shall we proceed?" 


McCoy, still numbed by the sheer im- 
possibility of the brutal storm in which 
they found themselves, could only nod 
Silently. The two starship officers set 
out on their quest. 


Elysia was, at this moment, anything 
but an Eden. They were still being buffeted 
by howling, demon-driven winds of hurricane 
force, and the corrosive rain was hitting 





upon them with a driving force. Through 

this maelstrom Spock and McCoy made their 
way. The next three hours were torturous 
and grueling. 


McCoy at one point remarked that it 
was as though the planet, repenting of 
having shown them such a friendly, smiling 
face on their first beam-down, was now de- 
termined to show them her worst side. 
Spock nodded thoughtfully at these words, 
but said nothing. They continued on. The 
terrain over which they were travelling 
became more and more difficult to traverse. 
What had appeared on their first visit to 
be a protective copse of trees beckoning 
for exploration was now a looming, 
threatening forest towering before them. 


Nevertheless, they entered the forest. 
As they did so, the noise of the storm 
abated until they could no longer hear it. 


It was obvious, however, that their 
troubles were far from over. They had not 
proceeded more than 100 yards into the 
forest when a lumbering, bear-like creature 
eight feet tall attacked without warning. 
McCoy was picked up over the creature's 
head and flung to one side as easily as 
though he were a rag-doll. Spock warily 
circled the being, trying to find an 
Opening so that he could reach the 
creature's neck and deliver a nerve pinch. 
Clumsy though the being was, however, it 
always managed to avoid Spock's searching 
fingers. 


So engrossed did he become in the en- 
circling movement he and the bear-like 
creature were engaged in, that Spock 
became careless. He tripped over an ex- 
posed root, was unable to recover his 
balance, and fell to the ground. In an 
instant, the bear-creature was on top of 
him. 


McCoy, groggily shaking his head as 
he recovered from being thrown about by the 
bear-creature, saw the predicament Spock 
was in. As Spock was in such close proxi- 
mity to the bear-creature, McCoy hesitated 
to draw his phaser. He looked around for 
some implement he could use as a weapon. 
In desperation, he picked up a large rock 
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~be ‘thank you', doctor." 


and went over to his comrade's defense. 
Raising the rock, McCoy brought it down on 
the bear-creature's head as forcefully as 
possible. The unequal battle was ended. 
McCoy threw the rock to one side, and helped 
Spock to his feet. "Are you all right, 
Spock?" 


"IT believe I shall survive, doctor. 
Shall we proceed?" Spock bent to pick up 
the tricorder, which had been knocked to 
the ground during his struggle with the bear- 
beast. Then he turned, intent on continuing 
the journey. 


McCoy looked after him, awry smile on 
his face. His lips moved silently. "Thank 
you, doctor," McCoy mouthed to himself, 
knowing that the Vulcan would never use so 
human an expression. At that moment, Spock 
turned around. 


"T believe the proper phrasing would 
Spock then turned 
once more to continue. 


McCoy's surprise effectively silenced 
him again. Giving only a small shake Of 
his head, he set out after Spock. They 
continued onward, The ground was gradually 
Sloping upward. As the altitude increased, 
the trees became sparser and sparser. 


Although the forest was thinning, danger 
was not becoming less. From the forest 
around them there continued to come unknown, 
threatening, somewhat frightening noises. 
Fierce noises, snarls, growls, bore witness 
to the fact that they were being kept under 
continuous surveillance by the denizens of 
the forest. 


Spock's tricorder continued to be their 
only guide. At last they came to what 
appeared to be the end of the forest. A 
mountain, with an almost vertical face 
fronting them, stood before them. Spock 
pointed to a cave opening about a quarter 
of the way up. "I would estimate, doctor, 
that that cavern is our destination." 


McCoy looked slowly from Spock to the 
towering mountain. "You have to be joking." 


"For the 2347th time--Vulcans do not 


joke." 


"SO you're always saying. But I think 
something's getting lost in the transla- 
tion." 


Spock and McCoy continued. They 
attempted to lighten their way, and hide 
their true feelings, with a barrage of 
persiflage. But even then, the depth of 
their commitment to one another and to 
James T. Kirk was clearly revealed. 


Although the sulphuric storm had 
passed with their entrance into the 
forest, both officers had kept their 
life-support suits. Once again, McCoy. 
found himself thankful that Spock had 
had so human a 'hunch' as to wear the 
Suits’ to Elysia's surface. With heart- 
stopping suddenness, a fog sprang up to 
Surround them. A quick scan of the fog 
Showed it to be comprised of millions of 
droplets of Dicorrosium 37, one of the 
most corrosive poisons ever discovered. 


"Spock, if we're out in this fog more 
than seven hours, our life-support suits 
will be eaten away." 


"S1x-point-nine-seven hours, to be 
precise," Spock interjected. 


"Hmmmm. If you could foresee the 
troubles we'd meet on Elysia's surface, 
why didn't you set us down closer to our 
final destination?" 


"IT could only ensure that we would be 


set down in a position as close as possible 


to our original beam-down point, yet half- 
way between the point of last contact with 
Barrows and Sulu. At that time, I had no 
positive proof that I would be able to 
ascertain a definite direction for us to 
follow. We were most fortunate that I 

was able to trace a recognizable pattern 
to that cavern." Spock pointed again in 
the direction in which they were heading. 


McCoy took out his scanner and 
attempted to get a general read-out of 
the cave towards which they were headed. 
It was impossible. No life forms regis- 
tered; no geo-physical oddities were pro- 


nounced. 


"Spock are you sure that cavern is our 
ultimate destination?" 





"For various reasons I cannot go into 
now, it does appear to be the logical choice, 
doctor." 


McCoy shrugged, put his scanner away, 
and continued the upward trek. 


There was a path up the mountain, but it 
was extremely arduous. Huge boulders stood 
in their way, bottomless chasms opened 
beneath their feet. For more than five hours 
they struggled, the path growing even more 
wearisome and impassable the higher they 
Climbed. They were forced aside from the 
main path onto detour after detour, again 
and again. 


At one point, McCoy failed to see a 
fissure opening suddenly beneath his feet. 
He stumbled and would have fallen into the 
Chasm had not Spock's arm been there to drag 
him to safety. 


At another point, McCoy happened to be 
glancing upward when a boulder somehow dis- 
lodged and careened madly down the mountain- 
Side, with Spock directly in its path. 
McCoy's shouted warning allowed Spock to 
jump aside. 


After much discomfort, and several such 
harrowing escapes, Spock and McCoy reached 
the mouth of the cave. McCoy would have 
rushed inside, but Spock held him back. 
Seeing Spock draw his phaser, McCoy did 
likewise. The two then entered the cave. 


It was dark, and echoed eerily. Spock 
turned on the light probe attached to his 
life-support suit. The probe picked out the 
corners and hidden recesses of the cave. 
McCoy gave a sudden start. Two brilliant 
red flashes stood out in bold relief in the 
light of the probe. There was a sudden 
roar, a belch of smoke, and red and blue 
flames shot into the air. 


Spock looked at McCoy with a slightly 
raised brow. However, "Fascinating" was 
his only comment. 
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As if in response, a second ear- 
shattering roar was given by the dragon. 
Alerted, Spock and McCoy set their phasers 
on stun. The dragon shook his head from 
side to side, pawed the earth, and gave 
another nerve-breaking roar. He then 
sprang forward in attack. Both officers 


jumped to one side and fired their phasers. 


There was no effect on the dragon. Inm- 
mediately, Spock ordered McCoy to increase 


the setting on his phaser. He himself 
followed suit. 
They were only in time. At that 


moment, the dragon swung around and re- 
charged. Once again the starship officers 
were able to leap aside, avoiding the 
dragon's taloned claws and fiery breath. 
However, McCoy was dashed to one side by 
the tip of the dragon's tail as it was 
flicked in passing. 


Again, the dragon showed no effect 
from the phaser fire. Slowly, reluctant- 
ly, Spock set his phaser on kill. Holding 
his phaser steady, he opened fire on the 
dragon, now across the cavern floor and 
gazing steadily back at them, tail lashing 
madly back and forth all the while. 


Even on full strength, the phaser had 
no effect on the dragon. The corruscating 
light from the phaser played around the 
body of the dragon, setting off its ir- 
idescent beauty. But there was no harm 
done to the beast itself. 


Thoughtfully, Spock stopped firing. 
Taking advantage of the dragon's cessation 
of overt hostility, Spock went over to 
McCoy, now picking himself up from the 
ground. Other than minor contusions and 
abrasions, McCoy was uninjured. 


"Doctor, our phasers fail to have any 
effect on the dragon. Unless you happen 
to have a magical sword hidden among your 
medical supplies, I suggest we search for 
an alternative plan of action." 


"Magical? Spock, do you suppose...? 
No, that would be ridiculous." 


"Doctor, the probability is 87.976 
that your supposition is correct. Indeed, 
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that is the working hypothesis under which 
I found this cavern. This planet does, 
indeed, function under the rules of magic." 


"IT don't quite follow that, Spock. 
What do you mean, you made use of the rules 
of magic in order to find this cave???" 


"Each link in the chain of events 
leading to the ultimate disappearance of 
the bridge crew appeared much too fortuitous. 
Each event seemed calculated to make us be- 
lieve in the existence of some magical 
creature. I decided to try a little magic 
of my own. On all planets where magic is 
away of life, two of the main elements of 
magic are Contagion and Identity. I used 
Uhura's golden earring to bring us to this 
cavern. I believe most strongly that she 
is, indeed, here. Further, we have a 
94.89 per cent chance of finding the entire 
bridge crew with her." 


McCoy shook his head in complete dis- 


belief. "I must be unconscious. Either 
that or I'm really hallucinating! I never 


thought I'd see the day when First Officer 
Spock would imply a belief in anything so 
illogical as magic." 


"You are misinterpreting the situation, 
doctor. Magic is not illogical. Magic has 
its own form of logic...a logic which we. 
are not always capable of understanding. 

On this planet, the logic of magic appears 
to function properly." 


McCoy frowned thoughtfully. "...You 
state that Identity is one of the basic 
components of a working relationship with 
magic?" : 


"That is correct. Knowing the correct 
identity of any being enables one to 
exhibit a certain amount of control over 
that being." 


"Then, if we knew the real name of that 
dragon, we'd be able to control him?" 


"Indeed, doctor, that would appear to 
be indicated by all of the magical sources 
I have read." 


McCoy stood up and dusted off his hands. 





Ignoring Spock's restraining hand, he 
walked out to the center of the cavern 
floor. He folded his arms across his 
chest and announced in a sonorous voice, 
"IT, the Chief Surgeon of the USS Enter- 
prise, hereby invoke thee to obey me. 

I name thee Mordred-Androcles-MacPhinn. 
You are now under my command. From this 
moment on you will obey me implicitly. 
You shall harm neither myself nor my 
companion, but rather shall serve as our 
guide and protector." 


Calmly, McCoy walked up to the huge 
creature. He began to scratch the ir- 
idescent skin of the dragon right below 
its gill structure. The dragon was a 
magnificent beast, and more than impres- 
sive. In the probe lights it shone green 
and purple, blue and red. Now, however, 
this majestic creature lowered its head 
and batted McCoy in the chest with a 
friendly gesture. 

McCoy turned to Spock. "I think 
we'll be safe now." 


Spock for once was speechless. McCoy 
took pity on the First Officer. "Mordred- 
Androcles-MacPhinn is Tonia's pet. Your 


being able to find this cave in the first 
place seemed to indicate that Uhura, at 
least, must be in the area. I decided to 
take the chance that Tonia Barrows would 
be here also. And, I assure you, if 
Barrows is on any planet where magic or 

a reasonable facsimile has a possibility 
of working, Mordred is not far behind." 

Spock nodded. "Most logical." 

Both officers, accompanied now by 
Mordred, entered the deeper, darker 
recesses of the cave. The corrosive fog 
‘had faded to nothingness at the cave's 
entrance, but caution made them retain 
their life-support suits. Their probe 
lights, and an occasional smoky belch of 


fire from Mordred, provided the only light. 


The path they were following gradually 
narrowed. At last they came to a section 
of rockslide through which Mordred would 
be unable to press his large body. Spock 


took a tricorder reading of the area ahead. 


opposite wall. 


' further passage. 
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"A passage-way opens up just a few 
hundred meters ahead. If our phasers are 
funtional, we may be able to blast these 
walls in such a manner that Mordred will be 
able to accompany us." 


McCoy readily agreed. The two officers 
took our their phasers. Each pointed at an 
They pressed the firing 
studs. Nothing happened. The damping field 
must still be in effect, mused Spock. 


McCoy turned to Mordred. "You'll have 
to return to the outer cavern, old dragon 
chum." Mordred gave what might have passed 
for an assenting response. He shifted his 
body in the tight confines of the passage- 
way, and began to make his way upward. 


Spock and McCoy continued downward. 
They quickly found the area where the 
passage-way opened out again, and they 
followed the ever widening path. Then, 
with a suddenness that left them breathless, 
the two came on a swiftly moving underground 
river that cut completely across their way. 
It would be impossible to swim across its 
dangerous currents, but Spock thought it 
might be possible to float across on rafts 
made from their life-support suits. The 
two officers stripped off their suits, 
inflated them, lashed them together, and 
launched them. They were buffeted, dashed, 
and battered about in the current. However, 
they were able to keep pace with one another, 
and managed to guide the suit-rafts to the 
Opposite bank. Here they were able to lever 
themselves ouf of the water with the aid 
of an outcropping of rock. They lay on the 
fartheribank for several minutes, even Spock 
breathing heavily with exertion. 


Spock and McCoy dragged their life- 
Support suits out of the water, deflated 
them, and donned them once again. They 
then planned their next move. Spock took 
another tricorder reading. Pointing to the 
right, he said, "Doctor, there will be a 
large underground room at the end of this 
passage-way. Shall we proceed?" 


Within minutes the two officers came to 
a huge, ornate door which blocked their 
The door was of Duralidium, 
one of the hardest substances known. It 
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would be impervious to any of their 
attempts to force it open. Yet there 

did not appear to be any means of entrance 
on this side: neither latch nor bolt, 
knob nor handle. 


Partly with his tongue in his cheek, 
partly in all seriousness as a result 
of the unexpected events which had been 
happening on Elysia, McCoy asked, "Do you 
suppose if we simply visualize the door 
as open, it will indeed open? Do you 
think our magical skills have developed 
to that extent?" 


Spock started to say that magic did 
not work so handily, as simple wish-ful- 
fillment, but before he could say so the 
doors did, indeed, slide open. Spock ex- 
changed a long, measuring look with McCoy. 
Has it come to this, then? he wondered. 

Is the adventure safely over? The Captain 
and the others, are they safe? 


Spock and McCoy entered a large, 
echoing room. The room was barren, save 
for a series of platforms set up at 
seemingly random intervals. On _ each 
platform stood one of the missing crew- 
members of the Enterprise. Each crewman 
was frozen into a static position, and 
each appeared to be living in a dream 
world of his own. 


The Enterprise personnel were not 
simply lost to passive dreaming, however. 
Spock and McCoy were dumbfounded to 
realize that, by concentrating on partic- 
ular individuals, they could actually 
enter the private worlds of their dream- 
ing comrades. 


Barrows stood on one of the first 
platforms they came to. Without deliber- 
ately trying to trespass on her inner life, 
McCoy and Spock suddenly found themselves 
viewing the actuality of her dreams. In- 
deed, the dream became very real. As 
McCoy had predicted, the Ensign was wan- 
dering through a medieval neverland re- 
plete with dragons, castles, and golden 
knights. 


Caught by sympathetic vibrations from 
his own Celtic past, McCoy found himself 
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changing from casual viewer to active par- 
ticipant. He was not the first to have been 
Caught up in the delights of Barrows' dream 
world. Sulu, whose real body stood on the 
platform next to Tonia, shared her dream in 
almost perfect sequence...at least, one of 
the knights coming to rescue the fair prin- 
cess was definitely a highly scrutable 
Oriental. 


McCoy began to slip into a trance state. 
The dream became even more real to him than 
the rescue attempt they were on. Only 
Spock's intervention, in a guise in keeping 
with the magical nature of the dream world 
in which they wandered, pulled him back out 
of the dream. 


Safely in touch with reality again, 
Spock and McCoy looked around. Uhura, Stiles, 
Chekov, Moreau, and Adrax were all here. 
McCoy made the rounds of the entire room and 
took a scanning reading of each crewman. 
All were in good health despite their im- 
mobility. In the center of the room, frozen 
as immobile as his crew, was the captain of 
the USS Enterprise, James T. Kirk. 


Although it was a temptation, McCoy 
avoided entering any more of the dream 
worlds on display here. The missing crew- 
men had been found. Now they had to be 
returned to the Enterprise. Neither Spock 
nor McCoy could afford the indulgence of 
dreaming. | 


Spock took out his communicator. "Spock 
to Enterprise, Spock to Enterprise." There 
was no response. 


"What you could use is a good crystal 
ball." No sooner were McCoy's sardonic 
words out than there, floating on thin air 
in front of Spock, was just such a device. 


Spock raised a brow, then passed his 
hands over the ball in the best manner of 
sorcerers since the earliest times. Again 
his call went out. "Spock to Enterprise. 
Spock to Enterprise." 


Seemingly out of nothingness, out of 
thin air, came the voice of Chief Engineer 
Scott. 


"Mr. Scott, can you get a good fix 
on us?" Spock queried. 


At Scott's affirmative response, the 
Vulcan ordered, "Then start to beam us 
aboard, Mr. Scott." 


scott's reply was immediate. "Aye, 
Sir, that I will do." No sooner were 
the words spoken than, one by one, the 
crew and Captain were beamed back aboard 
the ship. 


McCoy looked around bemusedly. 
“Spock, do you think they'll be all 
right once we get them back to the 
Enterprise?" 


"Such is my supposition." 


"T hate to respond emotionally, but 
I distrust any escape this easy--partic- 
ularly after the harrowing path we took 
to get here." 


"T would normally agree with you, 
doctor, but unless something untoward 
occurs, let us not ungraciously fail 
to accept these gifts we are being 
given." 


At that moment the engineer's voice 
reached Spock. "Mr. Spock, everyone 
has been beamed aboard the Enterprise 
save for yourself and Dr. McCoy." 


"Very well, Mr. Scott, beam us aboard, " 
said the First Officer. He and McCoy 
assumed beam-up positions. The familiar 
energies played around and through their 
bodies once again. A high-pitched whine, 
a fleeting moment of disorientation, and 
they dissolved into a thousand sparkling 
particles...but not too soon for a sense 
Of deja vu to overtake Spock as he saw, 
winking into sight to perch on top of 
the crystal ball, the little elf who 
had set this entire adventure in action. 


Spock and McCoy beamed up to the main 
transporter room. Kyle and the Chief 
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Engineer were there, directing events. The 
transporter room was a bustle of activity, 
as the still dream-drugged crew-members were 
escorted to Sickbay by members of Dr. McCoy's 
Staff. 


McCoy and Spock stripped off their life- 
Support suits. Then McCoy followed his 
crew. Spock, meanwhile, headed to his labo- 
ratory to conduct further experiments in an 
attempt to decipher the mysteries of Elysia. 


Several hours later, McCoy sought out 
Spock. The Captain and the other rescued 
crew-members were all resting satisfactorily 
and showing no ill effects from their so- 
journ on Elysia. McCoy was weary but in 
need of answers. 


"Have you arrived at any conclusions yet 
Mr. Spock?" 


"I have arrived at a tentative working 
theory, doctor. However, I hesitate to ad- 
vance such a radical theory with my present 
lack of definite proof." 


"You mean you've another hunch?" 


"Not at all, doctor. I have arrived at 
a logical conclusion based on the facts I 
have at my disposal. It's just that I need 
more independent verification before I make 
my theories public." 


"Spock, I'm a doctor, not a mind-reader. 
Would you mind sharing your thoughts with 
me?" 


Spock, who was seated at the library 
console, steepled his fingers and subcon- 
sciously assumed a teaching stance. 


"Doctor, do you recall our surprise on 
hearing that intelligence had never developec 
on Elysia despite seemingly ideal conditions 
I believe that intelligence, of a kind and 
degree never known before, has indeed 
developed there. I believe there is a 
diffuse, planet-wide presence capable of 
sensing, feeling, being. It is as though 
the entire planet were a sentient, feeling, 
aware being." 





McCoy was momentarily speechless. Then, 


in the voice of a man driven to despera- 
tion, he said, "I thought Vulcans don't 
joke. This is a fine time to start pulling 
my leg." 


An almost undetectable gleam flickered 
briefly in Spock's eyes. "Doctor, I fail 
to see why I would wish to expend time or 
effort pulling on your ambulatory limb. 
am not joking. 
tem of intelligence is the only solution 
which adequately covers all of the anoma- 
lies with which we are faced." 


I 


McCoy, convinced of Spock's serious 
intention, listened carefully to the First 
Officer as he explained his theory. 


"The planet had developed sentience 
and was capable of learning. But I believe 
it was unaware of itself, unaware of every- 
thing, until first contact was made with 
the Federation. At that point, the 
planetary intelligence became truly aware 
of self and of others. The planet sensed 
the thoughts, feelings, and desires of the 
Survey crew, and while they were still far 
enough away to be unaware of what was 
happening, Elysia rebuilt herself into 
their image of a dream world. This would 
seem to be provable fact, doctor. The 
evidences of the massive terra-forming 
are still to be seen if one knows where 
to look. Also fact: there are no animal 
remains--skeletal or otherwise--older than 
25 years ago, when the initial exploration 
team was here." 


Spock paused, anticipating a response 
of some sort from McCoy. The doctor simply 
shook his head numbly and indicated that 
Spock should continue. 


"With our coming, the planet has grown 
in awareness, and in curiosity. It wants 
to learn how other levels of intelligence 
function, and it is experimenting on trans- 
forming part of itself to another forn, 
an intelligent, ambulatory form. I do not 
know if the elf will remain part of the 
diffuse world-mind, or if she will become 
an isolated personality, but it is fas- 
cinating to consider, is it not?" 


McCoy croaked a response. "Yes, 


A diffuse, planet-wide sys- — 
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fascinating. My God, Spock! We could have 


been killed down there!" 


Spock raised both brows in astonishment 
at McCoy's statement. "Doctor, despite all 
the harrowing events of the day, I received 
no sense of deliberate evil from any of the 
things that happened to us on the planet 
surface. Rather, I feel that the only thing 
Elysia wants is to know us, to learn from 
us." 


McCoy looked at Spock wide-eyed, open- 
mouthed, completely in shock. "My God, 
Spock!" he repeated his initial stunned 
response to the First Officer's recital of 
these stunning facts. "If you are right, 
just think what it will mean! Elysia's 
powers may be immeasurable. This planet has 
the potential to be even more dangerous 
than the 'shore-leave planet' or even the 
Guardian of Forever. Do we dare maintain 
contact with this planet?" 


At that moment, as if in answer to 
Spock's statement, the voice of Transporter 
Chief Kyle sounded on the intercom. "Mr. 
Spock, please report to the main transporter 
room at once." 


“What is the problem, Lt. Kyle?" 


"Sir, you probably won't believe this, 
but a rather bedraggled dragon and a tiny 
elf just transported themselves aboard the 
Enterprise." 


McCoy grinned. "You're right, Spock. 
Elysia does want to maintain contact with us. 
But just whom are we going to recognize as 
ambassador to the Federation? The elf, the 
dragon, or the whole blooming planet????" 





Sg 


He: 


She: 


They: 


The Encounter 


I have my duty, 

duty to this man who leads, 
duty to the Federation. 
What can there be so rare, 

SO overpowering in its conception 
that it can tempt me from this man, 
this Federation? 

What logic is there 

in turning aside from home, 
from ordained place, 

to venture on unknown paths 
among strange stars? 

How can I leave my self, 
how can you ask? 

That path is closed for me. 


And yet... 


I have my duty, 
duty to my father's name, 
duty to my lord. 
What can there be so fine, 
so achingly strong in needy fire 
that it can tempt me forget home 
for one man's touch? 
How can control be lost 
SO completely 
that one man's word 
becomes my bond, 
my soul? 
I cannot trust you thus. 
The price would be too high 
Should you be false. 


And yet... 


We have duty, 

ties we cannot break. 

More than war parts us now. 
There is no bridge. 


And yet... 
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Hands approach slowly, hesitantly, 

And explore the unfamiliar territory of another's face. 
We stand transfixed, trapped 

Trapped out of time by unexpected response. 

Your alien hand arouses in me strange desires - 

Desires unknown, unfelt with others. 

I stand suddenly a stranger to myself, 

The reflection in your eyes subtly changed 

From the self I know. 

The hollows and the contours of your face 

Are a strange new world I must explore. 

(Damnation lies within - without.) 

As flesh touches flesh a spark is lit. 

My fingers trace a pattern on your skin and the flames flare, 
Threatening to engulf us both 

In new sensation, in new desires. — 

Control is threatened, logic undone 

Before this flame. | 

We stand enjoined, yet still apart. 


And a new universe has been created from the fire of thts moment. 
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Ta proots 


It was a golden day, a placid day, 
the type of day poems are made of. The 
sky overhead--clear, bright, cloudless-- 
was a blue so pure it almost hurt the eye 
to see. In the steady warmth of the sun, 
numerous little flying insects went 
steadily about their business. The con- 
tented humming of the insects formed a 
rich background for the occasional mur- 
murs of drowsy farm animals basking in 
the sun's rays. | 


In the midst of this tranquil scene 
Slumbered an old frame farm-house. Built’ 
lovingly by hand in the late 19th century, 
scarcely a nail or a brace still remained 
of the original structure. Yet so care- . 
fully had repairs and restorations been 
made, the very mood and shape of the 
original was retained. 


The house was a large rambling struc- 
ture, a white clapboard affair with three 
stories and a wraparound porch. The rooms — 
were large, high-ceilinged, open and airy. 
Green shutters and a red shingled roof 
added a bit of color to the scene. Doors 
and windows were open to the warm summer 
morning, and gaily patterned curtains 
caught vagrant breezes briefly in their 
folds before releasing them to the in- 
habitants of the house. 


A young man came to the door. Bracing 
himself against the door jamb, he stood 
contentedly locking out at the pastoral 
scene before him. The garden plot sur- 
rounding the house was a riot of color and 
perfume. Roses, peonies, stock, and other 
summer flowers grew profusely here, and 
their beauty and fecundity added immea- 
surably to the sense of peace, of right- 
ness, about this place. 


Drawing deep breaths of the perfume- 
laden air, the young man straightened up 
and walked out onto the porch. Walking 
over to the railing, he rested his weight 
on both arms while looking out across the 
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panoramic countryside. His eyes took in the 
rich fields beyond the garden, the checkered 
design of fertile black farmland interspersec 
with living, growing patches in a thousand 
subtly different shades of green. 


Even though he knew the true work of the 
Home Farm took place in the large red, barn- 
like structures in the distance--structures 
in which hydroponic vats multiplied the farm 
yield by a factor of twenty-seven--this view 
of still rich land and of green produce 


never failed to move him emotionally. This 


' Jand retained the appearance of what it had 


always been,. and would, God willing, always 
remain--a rich and fertile farmland, the 
Fabled land of milk and honey. 


A step sounded behind him. He turned to 
face a woman in her early sixties. At five- 
four, she stood a full head shorter than he. 
She looked at him from gentle blue eyes 
still somewhat shadowed by recent sorrow. 
Her still lovely face was only now regaining 
its usual serenity. 


"Daydreaming, son?" 


"I was just thinking how lovely this is." 
He made a sweeping gesture that encompassed 
more than just the physical display of. 
beauty spread before them. It included 
also the mood of peace, the atmosphere of 
contentment. 


Her glance followed the sweep of his 
hand. The understanding in her eyes as she 
turned back to him showed a deep appreciation 
of the things he had left unsaid. She her- 
self said only, "Since your father brought 
me here forty-two years ago, I have thought 
this one of the most beautiful spots on the 
face of the Earth." 


_ His eyes drank in the slumbrous beauty 
of the farm once again. Then he nodded his 
head slowly. "Yes, in its own quiet way 
this is, indeed, most beautiful." He 
paused then, a glib and facile man now face 


to face with a true and deep emotion. 
Mother is right, his thoughts ran, this 
is indeed most beautiful. There may be 
places where beauty catches at the heart 
more readily, or where it calls attention 
to itself more forcefully, but this--this 
fills all my needs quietly yet fully. He 
turned to her again, eyes saying what he 
could not. 


She laid her hand over his where it 
rested again on the railing. A soft 
smile of ready sympathy lightened her 
grave face briefly. Aloud, her only 
response was, "I know, son, I know." 


It was enough for her to say. Her 
son held her hand with his and continued 
talking. "Mother, these past few days 
I've come to know such contentment, I 
find myself at times forgetting just why 
I came home." He looked out across the 
fields once more to where a slender, 
youthful figure stood shoulder deep in 
green-gilt corn. He nodded toward the 
young boy. "And I fear Peter forgets, 
also." 


With quiet dignity and innate wisdom, 
the woman responded, "Forget, Jim? No, 
we have none of us forgotten George and 
Aurelan. Nor shall we forget. But this 
is Earth, son. And if there is one 
lesson Earth imparts to her children, 
it is that life does go on. The Earth 
Still abides, James." 





Captain James T. Kirk of the U.S.S. 
Enterprise looked out across the still 
lovely and fertile farmland which he and 
his brother had known as children. Peter 
Kirk, his young nephew, chanced to look 
up at that moment. Seeing his uncle and 
grandmother, he waved a greeting. 


James returned Peter's wave, then 
nodded his head slowly in recognition of 
the validity of his mother's words. "Yes, 
that could be it. I've learned to accept 
Sam's and Aurelan's deaths in the past 
few days. They died, and I could do 
nothing to save them. But their son is 
here, and will grow to manhood where Sam 
and I also grew up. Life does continue. 
There's a sense of continuity here, of 





life going ever onward." 


Mrs. Kirk gave a faint smile again. 
"Son, you are so very like your father! 
You have gone, and you will go again, to 
the most distant stars--but so long as you 
carry the memory of this small and insigni- 
ficant world with you, all is well." 


Jim Kirk cocked his head to one side as 
he pondered his mother's words. His brow 
furrowed with thought as he followed her 
meaning to its inner truth. Then he smiled 
ruefully, realizing that, although he might 


' have explored the greater part of the known 


galaxy, his roots were here, in this one 
small plot of land. And no matter how far 
he travelled, he had to return to that 
small Iowa farm now and then. Only by re- 
turning to the source of his strength could 
he renew himself, and gain the strength to 
go on. Jim nodded again, saying, "Yes, I 
see what you mean, Mother. And Sam--- Sam: 
was also in need of the--the continuance, 
the soul, found only here." His eyes again 
took in the sun-glisted beauty of the gar- 
den and the fields beyond. 


Mrs. Kirk nodded agreement. "Yes, 
James, so it has ever been. The Kirks have 
always been a wandering tribe--but with the 
need for strong roots, for tap-roots which 
can nourish their precious growth of free- 
dom. Always’ the Kirks have carved out for 
themselves a stronghold, a home-base from 
which to mount an assault on the frontier 
of the moment. And now, even though that 
frontier has expanded to take in the stars 
themselves, the need for home remains." 


Jim watched as a young collie pup, an 
almost exact duplicate of the pet he and 
George Samuel had loved over twenty years 
ago, frisked.up to Peter, who now lay 
stretched full-length beneath the shade- 
producing limbs of a gnarled old appletree. 
“And Peter--will he also take the taste, 
the smell, the feel of Earth outward with 
him to the stars?" 


A serene, private smile lit his mother's 
face. "No, Jim. I do not think so. Peter, 
I feel sure, is like me. Peter will stay 
here, a part of the soil and the land, a 
guardian of the hearth preserving tradition 


for yet another generation of explorers 
eager to push back the frontiers of know- 
ledge." 


"Yes, I can see that. I suppose, in 
a way, Peter will be happier than I. 
He'll always have the land, the soil, a 
...a beach to walk on." 


"And eventually, Jim, because of the 
strength and security Peter gives to his 
family here at the Home Farm, the Kirks 
will again reach out to the stars. This," 
she gestured towards the golden-green lux- 
ury of the farmland, “is but a renewal of 
promise." : 


Jim nodded again as his eyes once more 
took in the sprawling, peaceful scene be- 
fore him. Then he and his mother turned 
to enter the house. Home Farm had ful- 
filled its task of repair and revitaliza- 
tion. His major wound over his brother's 
death was now healing over;, Captain James 
T. Kirk was ready to prepare for the 
return to his ship. 
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Sky fall 


Before Palpatine's ascension to 
the throne, the people were governed 
by the whim of a theocracy. The Jedi, 
these self-appointed guardians of the 
peace called themselves, and the 
greatest of these, in power and posi- - 
tion, were the Children of the Sith. 


Bright Lord and Dark, Dark Lady 
and Bright. The symbology was master- 
ful: every choice, every dichotomy of 
nature, was present in their being. 

To the populace, they were as gods. 


But eventually, there came a time 
when one of the Sith, realizing the 
evils of the Jedi and of the Republic, 
pledged himself to the service of the 
Emperor. The traitorous Sith were 
executed. The Jedi priests were 
driven from their boltholes and de- 
stroyed. 


The reign of reason, free of the 
sway of treacherous sorceries and 
outmoded religions, began. 


--A PRIMER OF IMPERIAL HISTORY 
Jihat Kondelier, Corel] (15AP) 


Beru-- | 

It was fast, it was brutal. The 
Skywalker was down in seconds, and her 
blood splattered the Dark Lord's 
armor; she smiled as she died. The 
Bright Lord and his Lady were next, 
and they didn't lift a finger to de- 
fend themselves. It was as though 
they knew something the rest of us 
didn't, for they moved to embrace 
Darth as he swung his deadly sabre at 
them. 
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I was in shock, even as I saw it 
happen. That one of the Sith should 
take to the Dark Path! Oh, it has 
always been possible--it is, after 
all, from the tension generated by 
this possibility that the Dark Ones 
draw their power. 


But to actually answer the call 
of the Dark Path, to use the Force for 
evil, for destruction. To kill, 
rather than to heal or ease the 
Way. .. And that it was Darth who 
chose this Path. ... 


I held him at bay while the last 
few Jedi escaped. It was the least I, 
his teacher, could do. We fought 
then, and he would have beaten me, 
except that at the end, when our 
blades meshed, there was a backlash of 
power that burned through him. I do 
not know what caused such a thing; 
considering what has happened to our 
brethren everywhere I hesitate to say 
that the Force was with me. 


Whatever the reason for my tri- 
umph, he fell, burned beyond recog- 
nition. I hesitated, wanting to bring 
him to a House of Healing--if any such 
were left after the foul destruction 
he himself had set-in order--but I 
could not stay with him. I had to 
escape with the infant. The boy, 
R'kharikhan, the Bright Lord's 
Heir. . . The boy is dead, slain by 
one of. Darth's lackies. Even as he 
Slew the Skywalker and the Bright Lord 
and his Lady, Darth taunted them with 
this knowledge. Only the infant, the 
Dark Lord's Heir, remains of the Sith. 


I will bring the child to you, 
Beru. For the sake of his father-- 
raise him well. He is our only hope, 
now the Sith are gone. 


--a hologram from Obi-Wan Kenobi 


to his sister, Beru Lars | 


PROLOGUE 


The moment of confrontation was 
at hand. Vader calmed himself, con- 
centrated on his most potent mantra. 
He had followed Skywalker across half 
a galaxy, and did not mean to lose him 
now. The Force was strong in the 
young man, stronger than he remembered 
from that tantalizing glimpse of po- 
tential over the Death Star trench 
two years ago. The young rebel had 
strengthened his command over the 
power he wielded. Vader had no inten- 
tion of losing that power to anyone, 
not even the Emperor. 


His imperial master had felt Sky- 
walker's first fumbling as a stirring 
in the Force, his later growth as a 
disturbance. Soon, Vader swore, soon 
there will be such a stirring, such a 
disturbance as has not been known 
since the days of Jedi glory! 


Vader stiffened. Skywalker and 
his party were approaching. He could 
feel the unmistakable presence of a 
Force-potent. He motioned his hire- 
ling into hiding, rose from his chair 
as the dining hall doors slid open. 


For one brief second surprise 
caught him unaware. His eyes searched 
for a short, well-formed youth who 
Should have been a part of this group, 
yet was not. Skywalker must be here! 
He could feel his power, had followed 
his emanations in the Force too far to 
have lost him now. He could still 
feel the flow of raw energy in the 





small group that stood outlined by the. 


early morning sun in the corridor. 
What had gone wrong? 


The Force stirred around him. 
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Vader responded automatically, in- 
stinctively blocking Solo's blaster- 
fire. Beneath his mask, the Dark Lord 
smiled. There was a new playing piece 
on the board. Holding out his hand, 
Vader called the smuggler's weapon to 
himself. 


"We would be honored if you would 
join us," he said. He spoke with 
quiet sincerity. From the sidelines, 
as though to underscore his words, 
Boba Fett stepped forward and hefted 
his power-rif le. 


Solo glanced at Leia Organa. A 
message passed between them without 
need of words. Vader's pleasure grew 
as he tapped into the swirling pat- 
terns of energy surrounding Solo and 
the princess. So this, then, was the 
source of the power he had been fol- 
lowing, this unrecognized Force-potent 
of whom the Emperor had no knowledge. 
Vader's hand tightened on his sabre 
hilt. And Solo is mine, to do with as 
Iwill. 


Calrissian attempted an apology, 
but Solo brushed it aside. Vader 
nodded approvingly. Solo wasted no 
time on anger. He had control. The 
training would come naturally to this 
one, despite-his age. 


The small party moved into the 
formal dining gallery and the doors 
Closed. Ignoring the set table, Fett 
and Calrissian led the rebels to the 
private elevator off the main hall. 
As he turned to leave, Vader's gaze 
fell on the dining table. The place 
set for Luke Skywalker mocked him. 
Yes, they had been taken in, he and 
the Emperor both. They had seen only 
what they expected to see, the fledg- 
ling Jedi, the son of Skywalker. And 
this one, this Solo, with his raw, 
untapped energy. .. Where better to 
hide a Force-potent than where another 
Force-potent was known to be? 


Thoughtfully, the Dark Lord 
lifted a goblet from the table. With 
Silent approval he saluted the de- 
parted smuggler. Solo had been an 


irritant for far too long. If he 
could be turned, turned to Vader's 
service. .. Carefully, Vader set the 
goblet on the table and strode after 
the departed rebels and their guard. 
He had plans for Solo. Great plans. 





Fett and Calrissian brought the 
prisoners to the lowest detention 
level, the level housing the inter- 
rogation cells. Quickly, they sepa- 
rated the rebels and locked them in 
individual cells chosen by Vader. The 
wookiee was thrust into a large cham- 
ber chosen for its special features: 
the harsh lights and the disharmonic 
sounds would be torture. The prin- 
cess, meantime, was led to a cell 
close enough to Solo's for her to hear 
his every scream. 


As for the smuggler... Vader 
Signaled one of his minions. The grid 
scan was activated and Solo, bound to 
the scan-chair, was lowered until his 
body made contact with each prod. He 
screamed loudly. Leaning over, Vader 
allowed the other's pain to wash 
through him. Wave after wave of soul- 
searing agony, laced through with red 
hatred and black despair, burned along 
every nerve; almost, Vader cried out 
with Solo. Before he could be caught 
in the pain's feedback process, he 
straightened, satisfied with what he 
had discovered. The Force was strong 
in Solo, and with his pain broadcast 
to Skywalker... 


Vader's hands clenched over an- 
ticipated victory. The cards were all 
falling into his hands. Already he 
had the Bright Lady's Heir under his 
control. Now, with Solo's power, he 
would control young Skywalker, also. 
Nothing could stop him, nothing but 
Solo himself. And Vader knew he could 
prevent that; the Princess Organa and 
the wookiee would be suitable hostages 
for the Corellian's cooperation. 
Spinning on his heel, Vader strode 
from the room. 





Calrissian tried to stop him 
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the administrator. 


outside the door. “Lord Vader, noth- 
ing was said about giving Han to this 
--bounty hunter." Grim self-loathing 
filled the administrator's voice. 


Vader brushed past Calrissian. 
At the elevator he turned to stare at 
"Perhaps you think 
you are being treated unfairly?" His 
voice was low, but effectively menac- 
ing. Calrissian swallowed, and his 
eyes shifted quickly away from Vader. 
He made a gesture of negation and 
Vader smiled as the elevator doors 
closed. 


Vader did not see Solo again 
until the prisoners marched into the 
carbon-freezing chamber, heads held 
high and backs straight. Vader appre- 
ciated their defiance. Weaklings who 
broke at the first sign of adversity 
were of no use to him. This smuggler 
and his princess though--an impartial 
observer could be forgiven for think- 
ing them at the head of an honor par- 
ade, or a wedding procession, rather 
than prisoners under guard. 


The Dark Lord gestured to the 
Stormtroopers and ordered Solo lowered 
into the freezing unit. The wookiee 
broke loose. Huge arms flailing, he 
batted several troopers off the cham- 
ber deck. At Vader's side, Fett 
raised his rifle to down the beast, 
but Vader knocked the weapon up. He 
did not want to risk Solo's being hit 
by stray laser fire and knew there was 
no need for a kill: Solo would calm 
the wookiee, and they might have need 
of the beast later. 


Solo twisted out of his guard's 
hold. Clasping the wookiee as well as 
he could with his bound hands, he 
urged, "The princess. You have to 
take care of her." The huge beast 
paused, growled a reluctant agreement. 
Vader's eyes narrowed. Sits the wind 
in that corner, then? I chose my 
hostages well. 





Smuggler and princess faced each 


other across the platform and were 
drawn together as iron to magnet. 
They kissed, and raw emotion swirled 
around the chamber. Vader released 
his breath with a small hiss. Such 
power. . . 


At Vader's sharp gesture storm- 
troopers tore Solo from the princess' 
arms. Ugnaughts hustled him to the 
processing platform and unbound his 
wrists so the reflex spasm of the 
freezing process would not break his 
arms. The princess ran to the lip of 
the platform. "I love you," she said. 


"I know," Solo responded. The 
Force patterns swirling about them 
spun furiously, darkening and deepen- 
ing in intensity until Vader thought 
they might be seen even by those with- 
out the Sight. 


The ugnaughts initiated the car- 
bonite process, lowering Solo into the 
carbon-freezing chamber. The bright, 
quick-silver presence Vader now asso- 
ciated with Han Solo stilled. 


The ugnaughts drew the alloy- 
encased body upward and pushed it 
over. "Well, Calrissian? Has he 
Survived?" Vader clenched his teeth 
over his eagerness. Let no one else 
recognize the risk he had taken, the 
need he had for this common Corellian 
smuggler. Solo must live. Surely it 
was destiny that he, and not the Em- 
peror, had been the one to discover 
Solo's true worth and potential? 





Vader took a deep breath as he 
waited for Calrissian's answer. The 
Force was with him, had been since he 
first set his will in opposition to 
the desires of the Jedi council. Why 
else had it been he who recognized the 
Bright Lady's power in Kiara Shirakora 
thirteen years ago? Why else had he 
been able to defeat Kenobi and mark 
Skywalker as his own? The Force would 
not fail him now, not when the uni- 
verse would soon sprawl] at his feet. 


"He's alive. 


And in perfect 
hibernation." } 
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Vader smiled darkly. Mine now, 
he gloated, and mine to train. Mo- 
tioning to Boba Fett, Vader directed 
him to take the body. He hated to see 
the Corellian leave his protection, 
but knew that, if all went according 
to plan, he would soon have Solo in 
his power again. 


And then, my Emperor, we shall 
see what price fealty. . . 


* * 


THE RETURN OF THE JEDI 


With a choked cry, Luke Skywalker 
sat bolt upright in bed. The covers, 
sweatsoaked and wrinkled from his 
twisting, his turning, slid to his 
waist, and the ship's recycled air 
felt clammy on his bare skin. The 
nightmare had returned. 


The Dark Lord's seductive words 
slithered through his memory, a glis- 
tening black snake of lying promise. 
Let us end this destructive conflict, 
and bring order to the galaxy. We 
shall rule the galaxy together as 
father and son. He had resisted-- 
Sweet Mother of All how he had re- 
sisted!--yet still the Dark Lord 
mocked, leading him on, promising him 
all he wanted most. 


As father and son... 


Luke threw off the covers and 
swung his legs over the edge of the 
bed. Then he hesitated for a moment, 
unsure of what to do, aware only that 
he needed action, needed something 
to stop the treadmill of his thoughts. 


Luke, it is your destiny. .. 


He got out of bed. With a muf- 
fled curse he dragged a robe on over 
his pajama bottoms and knotted the 
belt with an awkward one-handed loop. 
Someone should still be on duty at the 
nursing station, even though it was 
past 2/00 hours ship's time. Whoever 


was there would be better company for 
him than his thoughts, and if they 
weren't thrilled at having their 
routine interrupted-- He shrugged. 
What was the good of being a hero of 
the rebellion if he couldn't exercise 
some of the prerogatives now and 
then? 


He palmed open the door and 
peered down the corridor. Light 
glowed at the end of that long hallway 
as brightly as Tatooine's suns. Won- 
dering why he felt guilty, he slipped 
from the room and headed toward the 
promised companionship. 


Son. .. 


* * 


Three and a half years of covert 
missions and guerrilla warfare had 
taken their toll. She was alert the 
second she woke, body tense against 
the possibility of action. Steadying 
her breathing, she glanced around the 
cramped quarters. She'd been awakened 
by the impression--no, by the surety-- 
that someone had entered the room; in 
the never-dark of the ship, she could 
see the room was empty. 


Sitting up, Leia hugged her knees 


and stared into the half-gloom. Luke. 
A dream, a half-heard voice... 
Whatever the cause of her sudden awak- 


ening, it centered around Luke. 


An unexpected pain directed her 
attention to her right hand. Smiling 
ruefully, she unclenched her fist and 
bent her mind once more to the ques- 
tion of Luke. Something was wrong, 
although she could not determine what. 
Luke had been tense and withdrawn 
Since they'd escaped Bespin, and Too- 
OneBee was afraid the young warrior 
was harboring deep psychological pain 
in addition to his physical trauma. 


But until Luke opened up, no one 
could help him. Leia frowned, wonder- 
ing when she had first started worry- 
ing about Luke. Even before the es- 
cape from Bespin... 
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"Luke? Coming here? You fixed 
us good." Beneath her hands, Leia 
felt Han's muscles tense. He surged 
forward, swinging at Calrissian, and 
was knocked to the ground by one of 
the administrator's guards. "My 
friend," Han sneered, looking up at 
his former companion. 


And Leia, not even knowing why, 
was filled with fear for the friend 
who was coming to rescue them. 


"I'm Luke Skywalker, I'm here to 
rescue you. . ." What had she done to 


Luke? To his life? 


Han tried to ease her guilt and 
her fears, but he could not. Not when 
it was obvious that he, too, feared 
for Luke. Feared not for his body's 
safety, but for his soul's. 


"The princess," Han told Chew- 
bacca, the stress on his wording 
strangely emphatic, "you have to take 
care of her." And all the time he 
knew that Luke was on his way to Bes- 
pin... 


With a sigh, Leia lay down again 
and tried to recapture sleep. She did 
not know why she had wakened--a night- 
mare, a voice heard in passing--but 
She could not just lie here and replay 
the horrors of Bespin in her mind. 
That way lay madness. 


If she were not mad already. 


Closing her eyes so tightly she 
could see red and black webs of color 
glinting on the insides of her lids, 
she wondered what Too-OneBee's diag- 
nosis would be if she were to tell him 
the reason she had turned back to 
rescue Luke from Bespin. Well, I 
heard this voice, you see... 


And the voice, which had been 
Han's calling her back, was calling 
her still. 

Leia? Come to me, love. 


—_ * 


Come. .. 


Vader stared at Solo's motionless 
body as it floated in one of the Exec- 
utor's bacta tanks. The smuggler was 
still unconscious, but he lived; he 
would recover completely from carbon- 
freezing, and could be brought back to 
consciousness soon. Vader was deter- 
mined to choose the time and place of 
that awakening. 


Already the Dark Lord felt the 
excitement, the thrill of final vic- 
tory racing through his blood. The 
galaxy was his. He could not lose, 
not when he played his secret pieces. 
Kiara, hidden completely from the 
Emperor, and now Solo. 


Vader reached out to the bacta- 
tank. Gently, almost reverently, he 
touched the side of the glassteel 
case. That such power should come to 
me, and come of its own choosing... 


He marveled at the circumstances 
that had led him to what would soon be 
an unassailable position. "Destiny," 
he had told young Skywalker, "des- 
tiny." And so it was. His destiny, 
to rule the galaxy, and at his side 
the first of the ingathered new Jedi, 
Owing allegiance only to him. He 
would give Skywalker to the Emperor, 
to stave off the old man's suspicions. 
This one, this Corellian, would be 
his, as would be his Kiara, his Bright 
Lady. 


Vader glanced at the psychometer 
attached to the tank. Solo seemed 
comatose, but psionic activity mea- 
sured high. Momentarily, Vader won- 
dered if his precautions would hold; 
he dismissed the thought. No one 
untrained could break through the 
psychic inhibitions he had set on Solo 
on Bespin. 


Possessively, Vader ran his hand 
up and down the tank. No one un- 
trained. . . And I will provide the 
training, in exchange for something 
Solo gave up years ago. His soul and 
his honor. | 


Vader paused. Rumors have been 
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wrong before, he reminded himself 
sternly. Look at Skywalker. Then he 
shrugged. It doesn't matter. Soon 
I'll have the price of Solo's honor in 
my hands. Destiny. My destiny. And 
I owe its culmination to a smuggler 
from Corell. 


Vader studied the medicomp read- 
out panel. Early thirties, well- 
nourished, good health. Solo was more 
than a Corellian street-punk, but 
there was no clue to his origin. Was 
he of mutant stock? Or the offspring 
of one of the lost Jedi, as Kiara had 
been? Who had hidden this potential 
Force-wielder away? 


Vader's fingers curled around 
nothingness. Was this Corellian Obi- 
Wan's bright and shining hope, his 
secret pawn? Almost, Vader hoped so, 
and hoped that Obi-Wan, wherever he 
had transported himself through the 
Force, knew that his pawn now rested 
in Vader's hands. 


Beneath the mask, Vader smiled 
coldly. In my hands, and ready for my 
use. The power of the Force flowed 
through Vader. It was time to ini- 
tiate the plan that would topple an 
Empire and give him the reins of gov- 
ernment. Turning aburptly, the Dark 
Lord strode from the room. 


(Behind him, meters and gauges 
fluttered into frantic activity. The 
Corellian's lids lifted. With eyes 
that were clear, almost colorless, he 
stared after the Dark Lord. His face 
reflected calm, rational, impersonal 
purpose. His eyes closed.) 


Vader strode through the grey 
corridors of the Executor. Admiral 
Piett intercepted him as he was about 
to enter his meditation room. Vader 
let a beat intervene between Piett's 
tentative approach and his own re- 
sponse. He had not forgotten the 
escape of the Millennium Falcon, and 
did not intend to let Piett forget it. 


"Admiral?" he said at last, his 


voice cold. 


"The Emperor, Lord Vader. He 
wants you to contact him immediately." 
Piett's voice quavered slightly, but 
he kept himself under rigid control 
save for a faint gleam of fear in his 
eyes. Vader was pleased. Warned by 
the fates of Ozzel and Needa, Piett 
would not fail his commander twice. 


Nodding curtly, Vader waved Piett 
off. The Dark Lord stalked into his 
quarters, his irritation a tangible 
presence in the room. In the weeks 
since Skywalker and the princess had 
escaped his trap, he had been too busy 
reordering his priorities to do more 
than send a routine status-report 
voice-tape to the Emperor. 


Taking a deep breath, Vader 
brought his anger under control. He 
must now fails; not now, when control 
of the galaxy was almost his. Soon, 
now, soon. Don't lose everything 
through impatience. You can afford to 
wait, now. He thought of his Bright 
Lady and his Corellian prisoner, of 
whom the Emperor had never heard, and 
his confidence soared. 


There had been yet another "dis- 
turbance in the Force" when he tested 
Solo's abilities on Bespin. The Em- 
peror would want to Know what had 
caused it. Let him wonder. Vader 
smiled. It did not matter. The old 
man had no way of knowing about Solo, 
no way atall. 


Equanimity restored, Vader 
mounted the communications platform 
and dropped to one knee. Soon, soon, 
whispered his mind. Sternly, he 
schooled himself into the proper show 
of obeisance to his liege-lord. 


There was a slight hum, and a 
sudden surge of power lowered the 
lighting in the room. A holo-image 
glowed in the fading light. Vader 
bowed his head. "My Master." 


Palpatine did not waste time with 
idle chitchat. "The disturbance in 
the Force grows greater." 


133 


Vader abased himself further. "I 
have felt it grow, Master." 


"We have not been informed of 
Skywalker's capture, or of his death." 


"He will be dealt with in good 
time." 


"Whose ‘good time', Darth? His? 
When he has the power to destroy our 
future? Obi-Wan's? When his prophe- 
cies are borne out? Or Ours? When he 
is convinced to 'join Us or die'?" 
There was a pause, and the image of 
the Emperor regarded him sombrely from 
hooded eyes. "We wonder, Darth, if 
that is your intent? To bide your 
time until Skywalker's son can slay 
Us? And then to make your bid for 
power ?" 


"T have sworn my oath of fealty, 
Majesty." 


"Your oath of fealty did not 
protect the Jedi." Acid dripped from 
the Emperor's voice. 


Control. I must use control. 
Straightening, Vader looked full on 
his Emperor's face. "I found my oath 
to the Jedi wanting in comparison to 
the greater oath I swore to you to 
preserve order in this galaxy." 


"That order will not last if 
Skywalker's power grows. We have felt 
the stirrings in the fabric of space 
and time. Do not think you will sur- 
vive a successful revolution. You are 
too much Qur servant, and have given 
too freely to Us. Skywalker's ascend- 
ancy will mark your fall." 


The Dark Lord lowered his gaze. 
"Yes, Master." 


"Bring Us news of Skywalker's 
disaffection, or of his death, within 
the month." 


Vader bowed his helmeted head. 
When he looked up, the Emperor's holo- 
graphic image had disappeared. So. 


The old man will issue threats and 
give an ultimatum? A month will be 
time enough, then, to topple an Em- 
pire. He smiled and rose to his feet. 
It had taken even less time to elim- 
inate the Jedi, destroy the Sith, and 
end the Republic. 


Vader's cape swirled out behind 
him as he strode from the platform. 
At his approach the meditation pod 
opened. He seated himself, and the 
jaws of the pod closed. Blessed sil- 
ence wrapped around him as all noises, 
physical and psychic, were damped by 
the pod's energy field. Darth 
breathed deeply and entered the first 
level of meditation. Climbing through 
level after level, he reached the most 
intense level of all. 


He floated as one with the Force. 
Casting about, he looked for the signs 
of that presence he had marked as his 
own. It was not difficult to find. 
He'd forged his ties well. Eagerly, 
like a hawk to its prey, Vader sent 
his dark purpose winging toward his 
chosen victim. 


Son, it is your destiny. 


* * 


"--Just haven't been sleeping 
well," Luke explained to the anxiously 
hovering med-droid. 


The small spherical unit, a mass 
of components and diagnostic equip- 
ment, bobbed on its repulsors. "That 
is not surprising, Commander Sky- 
walker. The mental trauma of your 
injury may be deeper than we thought, 
especially coupled with our recent 
losses." 


Involuntarily, Luke lifted his 
gaze to Leia Organa's calm, serene 
face. He knew the extent of her sor- 
row, knew the pain behind the mask. 
Yet the princess still gave unstint- 
ingly of herself to her cause. Did 
she ever dream of a dark void? A void 
that swallowed all she loved, all that 
made her human? A void that called 
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out to her seductively that she could 
save the galaxy if she would but ac- 
cept her destiny? 


Looking down, Luke fingered the 
bandages of his right hand. No, of 
course she didn't. Not Leia, who knew 
who and what she was, and who could 
trace her ancestry back to the Begin- 
ning Time. The dreams, the night- 
mares, were his alone. 


And the worst of it was, he 
couldn't put the lie to the Dark 
Lord's words. Had not Obi-Wan told 
him that his destiny lay along a dif- 
ferent path? Was this what he'd 
meant? Ben, why didn't you tell me? 
Why didn't you warn me? 





"Luke?" He’ glanced up. Leia 
tilted her head to one side and a 
troubled frown marred the stillness of 
her face. 


He reached out to her. "I'll be 
okay, Leia. It's the pressure." And 
never let her know of Vader's lying 
words. No one must know, or they 
might doubt him, fear him. 


Son. Join me. The words slid 
through his mind, twining around his 


thoughts. He closed himself to the 
thin thread of promise. No. Vader 
had lied. Had to have lied. He was 


Luke Skywalker, son of a Jedi knight 
betrayed and murdered by the Dark Lord 
of the Sith. Obi-Wan Kenobi had told 
him he was Luke Skywalker. 
No. I am your father, Luke. 
A phantom right hand clenched 
over nothingness. He was Luke Sky- 


walker, son of a Jedi Knight. He was. 
He was. 


Ben, why didn't you tell me? 


* * 


Within his meditation pod, the 
Dark Lord smiled. His words were 
falling on fertile ground. Soon now, 
would the crop grown of his sowing 


ripen. And he would reap the ben- 
efits. Not the Emperor, not Kenobi. 
My fall? I think not, my Master. 


Momentarily, Vader was unsure of whom 
he directed his thoughts toward, Ken- 
obi or the Emperor; then he realized 
it did not matter. The result was 
still the same. The jaws of the pod 
opened slowly, and Vader reentered the 
real world. I think not, my Master, 
he told the ghosts of Kenobi and Pal- 
patine. 


* * 


Not even the intertwining leaves 
and branches overhead could protect 
her from the teeming rain. Soaked to 
the skin, she pushed on through the 
night-darkened forest. Her breath 
rasped in her throat as, blinded by 
the darkness, she was unable to avoid 
running into tree-trunks and bushes, 
or trip over thick, sprawling roots. 


Finally breaking free of the 
forest, she leaned against a nearby 
tree and tried to catch her breath. 
Lightning streaked the sky, spotlight- 
ing the crenelated towers of Castle 
Vader about three miles farther on. 
Han would be there, and Luke, and-- 
She rubbed her hand wearily across 
her forehead. She could not think 
clearly. Han, and Luke, and something 
else--her heart's desire: all would 
be there if she could just make it to 
the castle... 


She sneezed, and shivered from 
the cold. If the planet itself did 
not defeat her, the climate might. 
Despite the weatherproofing of her 
flight-suit, she was soaked to the 
skin. She sneezed again, and wondered 
why colds and pneumonia were never 
mentioned in handbooks on "how to be 
heroic." 


Settling her backpack more se- 
curely, she headed for the castle. 
The rain did not let up. Before she 
had gone more than half a mile, she 
was Slogging through thick, boot-high 
mud. She paused once more. Mud was 
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definitely not in the heroes' hand- 
book. 


She trudged onward, and had cov- 
ered perhaps another mile--fighting 
every inch of the way through clinging 
mud that weighed down each foot--when 
three bolts of lightning flared to the 
right. The lightning struck the earth 
and a gaping chasm formed. Even as 
She stared, dumbfounded, at the chasm, 
it deepened and widened. Castle 
Vader, that had been right in front of 
her, was now seen to be on the other 
Side of the chasm. 


"Never trust the Sith." She 
whispered the old peasant-lore under 
her breath. "Never trust the Sith, 
for even the land itself will not be 
still under their rule." 


"Leia! Leia, come to me." The 
voice, almost blown away by the storm, 
came to her across the gap. 


"Han?" 


"Leia? Leia, come." 

Desperately, she sought for some 
Sign of her lover. In the darkness, 
She could not see anyone on the dis- 
tant ridge of land, although she was 
positive Han's voice originated there. 
Another spear of lightning pierced the 
sky, and Leia saw that the chasm ex- 
tended as far as the eye could see in 
both directions. She would not be 
able to retrace her steps and cross 
that way, and going on would get her 
nowhere fast. 


She needed something solid, a 
mooring on the ridge opposite-- Tak- 
ing out a length of rope from her 
backpack, she fashioned a running 
noose. She continued onward, studying 
the opposite ridge as she did. There, 
that rock! It seemed solid, stable, 
deeply imbedded in the earth. Could 
She risk-- 


The thought was not even finished 
before she was uncoiling the rope from 
her arm. She made a large loop in the 


rope, swung it over her head-- 


"leija, help!" The voice was 
Luke's, and it came from within the 
chasm. Carefully, Leia looked over 
the lip of the ravine. Clinging by 
one hand to a root protruding from the 
face of the cliff, Luke dangled over 
an empty, yawning pit. Not even the 
lightning could light the bottom. The 
rope in Leia's hands would only barely 
reach him. 


"Leia, come." 


This time, Han's voice came from 
directly opposite her. Startled, Leia 
glanced up, saw his beloved form. 
"Han!" Without thinking, she took a 
step toward him, and almost fell in 
the pit at her feet. The land rum- 
bled, and the chasm widened, and con- 
tinued widening. 


Leia realized she could save Luke 
or could take this last chance to join 
Han. She could not do both. "Forgive 
me," she whispered, as she played out 
the rope once more. 


The rope swung out, caught 
securely... 


Leia sat bolt upright, sweat 
soaking her nightclothes and tears 
streaming down her face. Cries for 
help rang in her ears. She could not 
remember her dream, only that Luke and 
Han, the two people who meant the most 
in the worlds to her now that Alderaan 
was gone, were in danger. And she 
could save only one. 


She did not remember whom she had 
saved. She did not want to remember. 


Wondering why her dreams had 
turned so dark lately, and unable to 
explain why she felt as though a gap- 
ing black void lay in front of her, 
ready to devour all she held dear, she 
lay back once more. She had to sleep, 
if she were to be any good to anyone 
on the morrow. 
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But though she closed her eyes, 
she knew that sleep would not come. 


* * 


Angry and upset, Chewbacca 
shifted uneasily in the dining hall 
chair. The chair creaked in protest, 
but he ignored it, just as he'd been 
ignoring his companion. 


Calrissian leaned forward, finger 
stabbing angrily at the table for 
emphasis. "Damn it, Chewbacca, if we 
don't go after Han now, it'l] be too 
late. It's almost a month already, 
and it's for sure Jabba's not using 
him for a paperweight!" 


The wookiee growled a soft re- 
sponse. The sounds filtered through 
the translator strapped to his throat. 
They emerged stripped of emotion and 
feeling, but the content revealed his 
concern. *I cannot. I promised Han I 
would protect the princess.* 


Calrissian stared at him. "What 
--Chewbacca, are we still sitting on 
this damn ship because you--" 


*He gave me an order. I cannot 
put it aside.* Chewbacca clasped his 
hands together tightly. He wanted to 
smash Calrissian's head against the 
nearest wall, wanted to rip him apart. 
He needed, demanded expiation from the 
other for his betrayal of Han. It was 
fine for the princess, with her sad 
face, to smile gently and talk about 
the burdens of leadership. He was 
only a wookiee, and all] he Knew was 
that the cub he had protected for so 
many years was lost because of this 
one's actions. 


Calrissian rubbed a hand across 
his face. He opened his mouth to 
respond, but Chewbacca held up his paw 


warningly. *No. There is no room for 
argument. Han gave me an order. I 
will obey. I can do nothing else.* 


He took a deep breath, and his 
huge frame trembled from suppressed 
emotion. He could do, had done 


nothing else but obey that very spe- 
cial human under his protection since 
Han first came into his life. And oh, 
Han, my little hawk, it has been very 
difficult indeed, sometimes, protect- 
ing you from the folly of your choos- 
ing. 


His thoughts flew back to that 
time two years ago, before the battle 
over the Death Star. He had been so 
sure they were free of dangerous en- 
tanglements: they had survived the 
death of the old Jedi, had escaped 
from the Death Star, had eluded Vader. 
They were on their way, and no one 
Suspected the nature of the burden Han 
carried, the burden he was now fully 
aware of. Then, in an instant, Han 
risked it all on a gesture to a cub 
even younger than he, a cub who did 
not understand the import of what he 
heard. 


i Luke ; | 


The young man turned back to the 
Corellian. 


Han smiled ruefully. Chewbacca, 
looking up from the airsled, felt an 
inexplicable chill at the look of calm 
acceptance on his human's face. 
"Luke," said Han, “may the Force be 
with you." 


The younger man, all unaware of 
the gift given him, nodded curtly and 
left. Chewbacca growled a warning at 
Han. //You fool! Do you want to risk 
all we have been protecting? What if 
the boy--// 


"I know what I'm doing," Han 
replied, and Chewbacca was silenced. 
Perhaps, in the secret recesses of his 
heart, Han did know. It was not for 
him to question. He was but the 
guardian. .. 


. eand now he would guard Han's 
princess as he had been unable to 
guard Han. 


"IT know he 
Hell, I was 


Calrissian grimaced. 
told you to protect her. 
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there! But that only meant then!" He 
glanced around the commissary of the 
Alliance flagship Stardancer. "We're 
safe now. You can leave the princess 
in good hands and--" 


"May we join you?" 


Chewbacca looked up. The prin- 
cess and young Skywalker stood there, 
carrying trays of food. Calrissian 
rose and gestured to the other two 
chairs. "Please." 


Skywalker handled his tray awk- 
wardly, but neither Chewbacca nor 
Calrissian drew more attention to his 
problem by springing to help. The 
humans seated themselves, and an exag- 
gerated silence settled. Leia's 
glance darted from Chewbacca to Cal- 
rissian. “Have we interrupted some- 
thing?" 


Chewbacca shook his shaggy head. 
*No, Princess.* The translating de- 
vice strapped around his throat spaced 
his words out flatly. Chewbacca 
glared warningly at Calrissian. 
were just discussing some of the 
changes Han put in the Falcon.* 


*We 


Calrissian studied the wookiee 
thoughtfully for several seconds, then 
squared his shoulders. "As a matter 
of fact, you are interrupting some- 
thing, Princess." 


Chewbacca growled at Calrissian 
and clamped a huge paw on his arm. 
Calrissian ignored it to lean forward 
intently. "I think it's more than 
time we went to Tatooine, Princess, 
but Chewbacca refuses to go." 


Icy fear stared out from Leia's 
eyes and Chewbacca knew she had the 
Same nightmare as he: Han dead al- 
ready and all their prayers, all their 
efforts in vain. She hooded her eyes, 
and when she looked up again the fear 
was contained. She nodded to Calris- 
Sian, bidding him continue. He glared 
at Chewbacca. "Chewbacca agrees we 
have to rescue Han, but he says he 
can't leave, that he promised Han he'd 


protect you." 


Leia looked to the wookiee. 
that it, Chewbacca?" 


"Ts 


He studied her face for several 
long moments, then nodded. *Yes, 
Princess. I gave my word.* 


Skywalker slammed down his 
steaming cup of jahve with a sudden- 
ness that startled his companions. 
"Chewie, Han didn't mean not to rescue 
him when you got the chance! He just 
meant you should get the princess away 
from Vader, and you did!" 


*I promised to protect her.* 
Among humans, Chewbacca knew, Han had 
earned a reputation for being stub- 


born. Chewbacca could be just as 
stubborn. Particularly when he knew 


he was right. 


"All right," Calrissian said an- 
grily, "then let me take the Falcon. 
I'll buy Han back from Jabba and re- 
turn before--" 


Chewbacca's roar underscored two 
quick human denials. Calrissian 
smiled wryly. "You still don't trust 
me, do you? Or forgive? Well, better 
make up your minds fast. You're be- 
tween a rock and a hard place, and the 
Falcon's the only ship you can spare 
to go after Han. You won't let me go 
off in her myself, and Chewbacca re- 
fuses to go with me. So where do we 
go from here?" 


The wookiee snarled at Calris- 
Sian. This argument had been between 
the two of them. There was no reason 
to involve the princess and Skywalker. 


Leia put a slender hand on Chew- 
bacca's massive forearm. "He's right, 
Chewbacca, we have to buy off Jabba 
now, while there's still time. If you 
won't go with him, I will." 


He tilted his head and growled at 
her questioningly. She would, that he 
knew. Han and his princess had defied 
the fates themselves by pledging their 
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all, Princess." 


love in full view of Vader. It would 
be no difficult matter for Leia to 
throw over the burdens of her office 
and take out after her stolen love. 
He could not allow that. 


But he had given his word to Han. 
*I gave my promise, Princess.* 


She nodded. "I know. And I 
release you from that promise. Bring 
Han back to me." 


Still the wookiee hesitated. *lI 
am not abandoning my duty?* 


"Chewbacca, I order you to go to 
Tatooine." 


Reluctantly, Chewbacca nodded his 
*All right, Princess, if you so 
But please, be careful ?* 


head. 
order. 


"Don't worry, Chewie," Skywalker 
said with a determined cant to his 
chin. "The Alliance will protect the 
princess." 


Leia flicked a thoughtful glance 
toward the young man. Something in 
her look made Chewbacca frown. This 
entire situation bothered him, and he 
felt Leia had forced him into an un- 
tenable situation. Something was 
wrong here, very wrong. But he had 
not Han's gifts by which to judge, 
only his own heightened instincts... 


"It's all right, Chewbacca, I'll 
be fine, you'll see." The princess 
ruffled his fur and he put one huge 
paw over her hand. He nodded mutely, 
unable to give her the reassurance she 
needed. 


Sighing heavily, Calrissian 
Slumped down in his chair. "At last! 
Damn if you're not a diplomat after 
His grin was edged 
with self-condemnation. "I could have 
argued with that wookiee until I was 
an old man, and it wouldn't have done 
any good." 


Leia's answering smile was polite 
and meaningless, and did not reach her 


eyes. "Chewbacca didn't understand 
Han's order." The glance she directed 
toward the wookiee was strangely 
guarded. "But everything will be all 
right now, won't it?" 


*Yes, Princess.* Chewbacca 
heaved himself out of the chair. *We 
will get a voucher from General Do- 
donna and collect the Hut's blood- 
money from Disbursals, then leave in 
the Falcon.* He looked at Calrissian. 
He did not like the thought of flying 
with him, especially not on Han's 
ship. But Calrissian was one of the 
few people who could be spared for 
this rescue mission. And, as the 
princess had pointed out, he seemed 
sincere in his desire to atone for his 
treachery. *We will leave in three 
hours .* 


| Calrissian said nothing, simply 

nodding, but the determination in his 
eyes convinced Chewbacca that taking 
him was not a mistake. 


If he could just feel as sure 
about leaving the princess behind... 


* * 


The Stardancer's medical center 
was as sterile and antiseptic as medi- 
cal centers from the Core to the Rim 
and back. With Leia at his side, Luke 
watched as Too-OneBee unwrapped the 
bacta-cast from the stump of his right 
arm. My skill hand. Even if I find 
another lightsabre in Ben's trunk, 
what good'l] it do me? 


Looking up, he stared impassively 
at the stocky medical-droid. He'd 
heard a rumor that the Too-OneBee 
models had human brains. He couldn't 
believe anyone would volunteer to be 
locked away in a metal skull like 
that, not even if it did give an as- 
tronomical life-expectancy, but if it 
were true, would the med-droid have 
more sympathy for him, or less? 





Luke glanced at his arm again. 
The wound was clean, non-infected. 
What if--what if the graft doesn't 
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take? What if they can't replace my 
hand? As once before, he felt a 
strange, ghostly sensation, as if the 
hand that no longer existed were 
clenched tightly. Did you want a 
cripple at your side, Lord Vader who- 
is-not-my-father? Or was that blow 
supposed to kill? 


A gentle touch on his shoulder 
reminded him of his surroundings. He 
looked up at Leia. At the sight of 
her face some of the tension drained 
from him. Fleetingly, he wondered 
what had happened between Han and Leia 


on Bespin. She had not said anything, 
but she had changed. Luke's resolve 
stiffened. He remembered too well 


when Leia, still numb from the shock 
of Alderaan's death, had comforted him 
over Obi-Wan's loss. Luke knew he 
could not add once more to her sorrow; 
he would have to handle his problem 
alone. 


The comlink at his belt buzzed. 
With an awkwardness he silently 
cursed, Luke fumbled for the unit and 
Switched it on. Lando's voice, tinny 
and flattened, came through the tiny 
speaker. "Luke, we're ready for 
takeoff." 


Luke felt a sudden chill of anti- 
cipation. "Good luck, Lando." 


There was a sharp burst of 
static, then Lando could be heard 
again. "When we find Jabba the Hut 
and that bounty hunter, we'll contact 
you." 


Luke glanced down at his hand. 
Too-OneBee's delicate surgery was al- 
most complete, and the local anes- 
thetic seemed to be wearing off. 
Startled by the return of sensation-- 
he felt the linen's crispness beneath 
his fingers!--Luke ignored the faint 
whisper of a watching presence that 
skittered out of sight around the 
corner of his mind. "I'll meet you at 
the rendezvous point on Tatooine," he 
said with grim determination. 


Dagobah. I'll have to return 


there soon. But something tells me it 
won't be as easy to go back as it was 

to leave. . . And first, I must find 

Han. 


"Princess, we'll find Han, I 
promise." 


Lando's words echoed Luke's 
thoughts. He nodded automatically, 
even though Lando could not see him. 
"Chewie," Luke said, "I'll be waiting 
for your signal." 


The small comlink was not sophis- 
ticated enough to pick up all the 
nuances of the shipboard translator. 
Luke couldn't make out Chewbacca's 
first garbled message, but Leia, who 
had been studying the wookiee language 
for some time, smiled spontaneously 
for the first time in a week. She did 
not translate what seemed to be a 
private message, and Luke felt a small 
flash of bitterness at the closeness 
She had established with the "walking 
carpet" of two short years ago. 
*Goodbye, Princess,* the wookiee 
added, and the translator barely 
managed to duplicate his words. 


Leia moved across to the glass- 
teel window that looked out at the 
distant spiral of their home galaxy. 
Luke looked after her, then said good- 
bye to Lando and Chewbacca. "Take 
care, you two. May the Force be with 
you." And with Han. 


Shutting off the comlink, Luke 
devoted his attention to Too-OneBee. 
The medical-droid made a minute ad- 
justment to the powerpack of the 
cybernetic hand he'd been attaching 
to Luke's stump, then pricked the 
fingers. 


"Ow!" Although he'd been aware 
of returning feeling, Luke hadn't 
expected such a sharp sting. It was 
as though the hand were still his, and 
someone had stuck a pin into his real 
flesh. Too-OneBee tested the reflexes 
in the hand, then sealed it. Luke 
wriggled his fingers, made a fist, 
then relaxed it. The hand was 
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functional, and there seemed to be no 
difference between it and his real 
hand. 


Luke. .. 


Shutting out the call, Luke 
joined Leia at the window. She 
glanced up at him and he could read 
the despair and hope mingled in her 
eyes. Silently, he put his arm around 
her shoulder, hugged her close. It 
would be all right for them, for Han. 
It had to be. 


If you wanted to face a cripple 
next time, you miscalculated, Lord 
Vader. Next time, I'll be waiting for 
you. Next time, your lies won't help 
you. 


Drawing silent comfort from 
Leia's closeness, Luke watched as the 
Millennium Falcon arrowed toward the 
Core's burning brightness. Somewhere 
out there was Han Solo, and Dagobah, 
and the Lord Darth Vader, Dark Lord of 
the Sith. 


Obi-Wan never told you what hap- 
pened to your father. I am your 
father, Luke. We can rule the galaxy, 
aS father and son. The tendril of 
thought--of memory?--insinuated it- 
self into Luke's mind. Come to me. 
Join me. It is the only way. Luke, 
1t is your destiny. 


Luke stared out the window into 
the ever-blazing heart of the galaxy. 
Resolutely, he ignored the hypnotic 
mind-whisper. 


Luke, come to me... 


* * 


Slowly opening his eyes, Vader 
raised his head from trance position. 
At the. movement, the meditation pod 
opened. Vader got to his feet and 
stepped out, flexing muscles weary 
from being tightened against them- 
selves. Skywalker was ripe to fall. 
It would take little effort to bring 
him over to the Dark, to convert him. 


Very little effort. And with Kiara's 
strength to draw on... 


Vader held out his right hand, 
looked at it. Soon he would have 
Skywalker safe. Then... He smiled 
and closed his fingers over his palm. 
Then he would decide whether to ship 
the son of Skywalker to the Emperor--a 
gift to his majesty from his most 
loyal subject, Darth Vader, Dark Lord 
of the Sith--or keep him here to be a 
fitting companion for Vader's future 
pupil, Han Solo. . .and for the Bright 
Lady. 


Vader's thoughts quickened as he 
Strode forward. The double doors at 
the far end of the room slid open as 
he approached. Would Solo absorb the 
training? Would he rise to the chal- 
lenge Vader would set him? Vader 
thought of the power that had drawn 
him halfway across the galaxy, of the 
power that had overflowed the carbon- 
freezing chamber. He'll respond to 
the training, he has the strength I 
need. And he's mine. Mine to take, 
mine to use. And if I keep Skywalker, 
meld his fire with Kiara's... 


Vader marched through the dark 
grey corridors until he reached the 
control bridge of the Executor. En- 
rapt in his plans, he swept past Ad- 
miral Piett and the bridge Officer of 
the Day without acknowledging their 
Salutes. Young Skywalker... Could 
he be used against the Emperor? There 
was the prophecy... Skywalker, 
Kiara, Solo... 


Striding to the massive windows 
at the nose of the bridge control 
area, Vader hooked his thumbs under 
his belt and stared out at the molten 
glory of the starfield surrounding 
Core Central. He sent a faint tendril 
of thought questing outward, felt | 
again the fire-forged strength of the 
ties binding him to Luke Skywalker and 
to Kiara Shirakora. With all three 
under my control... 


A faint warning nudged one corner 
of his mind. The prophecy. Remember 
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Vader hesitated, but 
dismissed the worry. No matter what 
he decided, he could not fail. Not 
now, not when destiny was so clearly 
on his side. He tilted his head, 
turned his faceless mask toward the 
light of the far distant Rim stars. 
Luke, come to me, join me. I am wait- 
ing for you... 


the prophecy. 


* * 


Luke shoved 
"What 


") . .on Tatooine." 
a strand of hair behind an ear. 
if Jabba won't release him?" 


Leia clasped her hands together 
so tightly the knuckles whitened. 
"Why wouldn't he?" The note of des- 
peration in her voice cut so deeply 
Luke winced. "We'll offer him three 
times the reward he posted." 


Off to the side, the sickbay 
doors slid open and ThreePio and 
ArtooDetoo bustled in. Luke ignored 
them and turned back to Leia, reaching 
across his bed to her. "What if he 
doesn't want money?" 


She pulled away. "Of course he 
wants money. That's what this is all 
about, what it's always been about. 
That's what he's been after since be- 
fore we even met Han. Restitution for 
that load of spice Han dropped." 


Luke flexed his right hand. Sen- 
sory response was so finely attuned he 
could swear he felt the movement of 
bone against bone. "That's what it 
started out as, but it's gone on so 
long. He may want to teach Han a 
lesson. Or use him as an example." 
Luke hesitated, then added with a 
rush, "What if the Hut figures to sell 
Han back to the Empire for question- 
ing?" 

"No!" Leia, eyes reflecting hor- 
ror, spun on Luke. She grabbed his 
hands and held them tightly. Luke 
could feel the life, the fear, pulse 
through her. "Vader doesn't want Han. 
He had him once and let Boba Fett cart 
him back to Jabba. Han said he--Han 


said Vader didn't even ask him any 
questions. He just tortured him until 
he could reach you, wherever you were. 
Why would Vader or the Empire want Han 
back now?" 


It was Luke's turn to pull away. 
After the rout on Hoth, Alliance 
forces had been scattered to the solar 
winds. Survivors were still ingather- 
ing, and would probably drift into 
rendezvous for months to come. When 
Lando and Chewbacca brought the Falcon 
safely to berth, no questions had been 
asked. Afterward, after Luke had been 
treated for the worst of his physical 
injuries, there had been a joint de- 
briefing. The details of Leia's es- 
cape, of Han's capture by Fett, of his 
own duel with Vader, were known to the 
brass and duly recorded. But he had 
made no mention of Dagobah, no mention 

of Vader's lies. 


Luke rubbed together the fingers 
of his right hand. He knew, knew with 
a cold, hard certainty, why Vader 
would want Han. Already the Dark Lord 
was sending out threads of promise, 
was trying to entice Luke to his side. 
Would Vader hesitate to use Han again? 
Use him as bait, as a beloved prisoner 
who must be set free? 


Luke hesitated. Should he tell 
Leia the truth? Let her know the trap 
that Vader might be setting? "Leia," 
he said, "I think--" 


See Threepio clattered forward 
from his almost forgotten position 
near the door. Fluttering his hands, 
the golden protocol! droid said, "But 
Sir, we must save Captain Solo, we 
must! We have to get him out of there 
before Jabba the Hut tries to question 
him or sells him to the Emperor." 


"Abrtoo-dreep-squee-deep." 


ArtooDetoo, who had entered the 
sickbay with his counterpart, rolled 
forward, buzzing frantically, to bump 
against Threepio's legs. Threepio 
batted ineffectually at the astro- 


droid, trying to shove him back. "No, 
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go away, Artoo. This is important. I 
must tell Master Luke and Princess 
Leia who--" 


"Scraallch-deooop-blop! Roo- 
bedip!" The squat astrodroid inter- 
rupted him once more with a long, loud 
barrage of squeaks and whistles. Luke 
wondered what knowledge the protocol 
droid had, what knowledge the smaller 
droid wanted still hidden. Placat- 
ingly, Luke smiled. "Well, of course 
we'll get Han free, Threepio. Lando 
and Chewbacca will make contact with 
Jabba the Hut and--" 


Threepio stiffened. Although the 
expressionless face could not show 
emotion, Luke knew that the droid was 
upset and felt insulted. "You were 
expressing concern to the princess, 
sir. We may not be organics, but we 
are also worried about the captain." 
The golden droid turned to his smaller 
companion. "Humans are sometimes most 
condescending, Artoo!" 


Artoo's dome spun several times 
and he whistled mournfully. Luke 
flicked a glance at Leia, but she 
seemed as surprised as he by the 
droids' behavior. He turned back to 
Threepio. "Look, I'm glad to know you 
guys really care about Han, especially 
since he's not always, um, ‘tactful' 
around you. But I don't know what you 
think you can do." Luke shrugged. 
"Let's wait until we hear from Lando 
one way or the other, okay?" 


Threepio stared at him with un- 
blinking photoreceptors. Luke won- 
dered what was going on inside his 
brain. Just as the silence became 
almost unbearable, Artoo buzzed 
quietly and nudged the protocol droid. 
Threepio glanced down at him, then 
inclined his head toward Luke. "Very 
well, Master Luke. But please keep us 
informed as to the status of the 
search." 


The protocol! droid turned to Leia 
and bowed from the waist. "Princess, 
Artoo and I wish you a good day." The 
astromech whistled softly, almost 


shyly to Leia, then trundled over to 
Luke. He whistled a standard re- 
sponse, then spun and left the room. 


Luke smiled and called after him, 
"Goodbye, Artoo!" He turned to the 
protocol droid. "What was that all] 
about?" 


Threepio tilted his head and 
looked at him. "That little droid's 
circuits are in need of repair, sir." 
The pause that followed was almost as 
though he were wondering what to say 
next. Finally he nodded quickly and 
said, "Goodbye, sir," and minced out 
of the sickbay. 


Luke shook his head. "The way 
Han treats them, you'd think they'd 
resent him, but instead they're wor- 
ried silly over him." He plumped up 
the pillows on his bed, settled back. 
"But then, is there really any dif- 
ference with us?" 


Leia flashed him an enigmatic 
look. "Is there something to worry 


about?" 


Luke turned his head aside to 
stare at the blank white wall of sick- 
bay. Should he trust his dreams? And 
which? Slowly, reluctantly, almost as 
though the words were being forced out 
of his mouth, he said, "I don't think 
they'll find Han on Tatooine, Leia." 


There was an indrawing of breath. 
Wondering how he could have been so 
cruel, Luke turned to Leia. Head 
bowed, she bit her knuckle. 

"Leia. .." He touched her shoulder. 
The pain and the love for Han that 
poured from her hit him like an elec- 
tric shock, and he released her as 
though burned. 


He forced down a sudden throb of 
jealousy. Later. I'1l1 deal with that 
later, when we're all together again. 
Right now I have to get Han back. For 
Leia. For me. 


She looked up at him. "Why?" she 
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demanded. “It doesn't make any 


sense." 


He made a helpless gesture. "I 
don't know. I just Know something's 
telling me it's useless. He's not 
there. Not on Tatooine. We'll never 
find him there, and every hour we 
waste will make it that much more 
difficult to pick up the trail again." 


Her eyes were hooded, but she 
nodded as though accepting his state- 
ment. "What will you do?" 


Grimacing, he shrugged. "I don't 
know yet. If the worst has happened, 
we may never pick up the trail. All I 
can do is go to Tatooine, meet up with 
Lando and Chewbacca, and then try to 
track down Fett or the Hut." 


Pointedly, she stared at his 
right hand. "You won't be off the 
casualty list till endweek. How are 
you going to navigate and pilot?" 


He tightened his mouth in deter- 
mination. "I'll manage, Leia. I have 
to. We can't spare any other pilots, 
not when they're needed to find a new 
base and to transport the fleet 
there." 


A tiny frown marred the smooth- 
ness of her brow and he fought the 
urge to kiss it away. He had no right 
to do so, would never have the right 
to do so. And do you even know what 
you've won, Han? Do you? He shifted 
his gaze from the princess, afraid 
she'd see his love mirrored in his 
eyes. 





Leia took his hands in hers. She 
tugged on them, forced him to look at 
her once more. "You really think it's 
imperative you go to Tatooine this 
soon?" 


He sighed, then gripped her hands 
so tightly she winced. "Yes, Leia. I 
know it's imperative." He rubbed his 
thumbs across the pulse point of her 
wrist, and one part of his mind 





marveled that he could feel her life 
beating so steadily. "I leave tomor- 
row." | 


She nodded, almost as though she 
had been expecting his answer. "Then 
I'm going with you," she said. "I can 
pilot for you." He started to protest 
and she covered his mouth with her 
hand. "No. Don't say it. I'm not 
needed here, not really. At least, 
not until the base is relocated. 
Rieekan can take over the few re- 
sponsibilities I have." 


He looked at her steadily, then 
nodded and ducked his head into her 
hand. A sudden exultation blazed 
through him, and he wondered at its 
intensity. 


* * 


The knock was so low she almost 
failed to hear it. She looked up from 
her loom in surprise. Everyone in 
Castle Vader knew she was a prisoner 
here, kept within her suite of rooms 
by the Force-net Vader had spread over 
them. Who then, would keep alive the 
fiction that she had a choice over 
whom she saw? 


Even as she considered the 
matter, the knock repeated. Curious, 
she rose from her seat. "Come?" 


The massive bronze doors opened. 
Vader's major-domo, ArPelus Yanra, 
stepped across the threshold and bowed 
from the waist. "Lady Kiara." 


Nodding, Kiara Shirakora, Bright 
Lady's Heir, ward to the Dark Lord 
Vader, bade him enter. He bowed once 
more, then snapped his fingers. A 
copper-toned protocol droid propelled 
a communications unit into the room, 
then withdrew. The door closed behind 
Yanra. 


Kiara raised one brow. "Is there 
a reason for this?" Her amused glance 
took in the communit and his own staid 
presence. 
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"Lord Vader wishes to converse 
with you, my Lady." 


It was, Kiara decided, an inte- 
gral part of Vader's conceit that he 
sent a human servant, rather than a 
droid, on such a trivial errand-- 
particularly when a droid was still 
needed to transport the communications 
station to her rooms anyway. "Has my 
lord indicated when I am to hold my- 
self available for this conversation?" 





"Immediately, my Lady." 

She smiled. "And, being afraid I 
might not be here, he sent you to warn 
me. How thoughtful." 

"My Lady?" 


She sighed. Her imprisonment 
would not be quite so tedious if only 


someone entrusted with her care had a 


leavening of humor. In contrast to 
his servants’ dull sobriety, however, 
even Vader's acid-etched irony ap- 
peared to be light-hearted comedy. 
"Nothing, Yanra, nothing. I shall, as 
always, hold myself ready for my 
lord's convenience." 


The major-domo bowed, and crossed 
to the communit. A small, grainy 
holo-image of Lord Vader appeared on 
the com-grid. Yanra fiddled with the 
controls, sharpening the image until 
it appeared solid: a Dark Lord in 
miniature. Kiara stepped in front of 
the unit. 


The image bowed its head. 
"Kiara." 


She curtsied. "My Lord. You 
brighten my day." Only by the clench- 
ing of his fist over his belt did 
Vader show his recognition of her 
defiance, and his displeasure. "How 
may your handmaiden serve you?" 


"Have you given thought to our 
last conversation?" 


She slanted a sideways glance at 


Yanra, wondering how completely he was 
in Vader's confidence. She would not 
want to seal his death warrant by 
allowing him to see the extent of her 
defiance of his master. To her re- 
lief, Yanra was at complete attention, 
eyes blanked and staring straight 
ahead. 


Her smile was the barest lift of 
the lips. "How considerate of you, my 
Lord, to take over your servants' 
minds. And will you give him false 
memories of our conversation?" 


"He will not need them. This 
will not be the first time his memory 
has a gap init." Vader's voice was 
as calm as though he were discussing 
the weather. 

Kiara shuddered. "It means noth- 
ing to you, does it?" 


The holo-image shrugged. "What 
should it mean, Kiara? Yanra is mine; 
he gave himself willingly to my use in 
exchange for his position and the 
power it entails. I will use him as I 
see fit." 


Biting her lip so hard she drew 
blood, Kiara spun away from the comm- 
unit. Her gaze fell on the tapestry 
She had started weaving after the 
strange dreams had begun to haunt her. 
A young girl--black-haired, blue- 
gowned, looking suspiciously like her- 
self--stood in front of a silver- 
blossomed tree, and on her shoulder 
perched a silver-feathered dove. A 
peacock strutted in front of her, and 
a firebird flamed brightly behind her. 
A raven hung threateningly in the air 
above her, yet the girl showed no 
fear; it was as though she knew the 
raven could not prevail against her in 
this place of magic. 


Kiara turned back to the comm- 
unit. Drawing a deep breath, she 
said, "It is that very attitude which 
keeps me from joining my power to 
yours, Lord Vader. I will not be 
owned." 
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“There are no more, my Kiara. 


"T have told you, Kiara, the 
melding of the Force between such as 
ourselves, Dark Lord and Bright Lady, 
does not lead to either party being 
controlled by the other. Rather, it 
enhances and strengthens the power of 
both." 


Although summer had come weeks 
ago to Castle Vader, Kiara shivered as 
though cold. "I cannot join with you, 
my Lord. I will not lose myself." 


There was silence, and Kiara 
wondered what new argument Vader would 
bring to bear against her. When the 
Dark Lord finally spoke, his clipped 
tones, more than his words, told her 
of his fury. “And do you think to 
escape my net? To find another Force- 
user and breed up Jedi to defy me? 
There 
are only you, and I, and the Emperor. 
I have protected you from him since 
the day I made you my ward. Shall I 
take away my protection and leave you 
to his mercy?" 


"That would expose your own du- 
plicity. How would you explain that 
you have been raising an Heir to the 
Sith in your own household?" 


Vader's hands tightened over his 
belt once more. "I will manage, girl. 
Do not tempt me. And do not think 
there are any to rescue you from me. 
You will join me, my Lady, and it will 
be as I ordain." 


The holo-image flickered, then 
disappeared. Yanra blinked, bowed to 
Kiara, then opened the door and sig- 
naled for the droid, waiting in the 
hallway with the patience of his kind, 
to remove the communications unit. 

"My Lady." With a last bow to Kiara, 
Yanra left the room. The door closed 
firmly behind him. 


Thoughtfully, Kiara crossed to 
stand in front of her tapestry. 
Vader's insistence on their merging of 
power was growing more difficult to 
withstand, yet something within her, 


some Force-know ledge for which she had 
no rational explanation, insisted that 
she was right. It was not meet that 
she give herself and her power to 
Vader. Such a melding, her heart 
‘nsisted, would destroy the very 
fabric of time and space. 


Better that Lord Vader destroy 
her, than that she help him destroy 
the universe. 


She smiled ruefully, and picked 
up her shuttle. And that, she 
thought, 1S as arrogant a comment as 
any Vader has ever made. Carefully, 
she picked out the silver tail- 
feathers of the dove on the girl's 
sholder. But she knew with ever more 
certainty that a misdirection of her 
powers would, indeed, destroy all. 


And Lord Vader did not appear to 
care. - 


* * 


Chewbacca growled warningly at 
his companion, but Calrissian ignored 
him and jumped to his feet so quickly 
his chair clattered to the floor. 
"Don't have him? What do you mean, 
you don't have him? Damn it, Jabba, 
this is no game we're playing, this is 
business!" 


Chewbacca felt slivers of sheer 
terror slice through him. If they 
failed in their mission... The 
wookiee lumbered to his feet and 
grabbed Calrissian. //Be careful,// 
he said. Knowing Calrissian under- 
stood the Tongue almost as well as 
Han, he had not worn his translator. 
//We must not anger him.// 


Calrissian glared impartially at 
Chewbacca, at the slug-like Jabba, and 
at the impassive guards standing be- 
hind the crime lord. Chewbacca, impa- 
tient to question Jabba more closely, 
curled his lips around a soft growl. 
Calrissian, still fuming, took the 
warning. Righting the chair, he sat 
down. 


"Where is he, Jabba? Where's 
Han? We'll get you your damn blood 
money, and some on top as a bonus, but 
we want Han. Alive." 


The Hut extended a pseudopod and 
caressed the ruby goblet in front of 
him. "How much bonus?" Chewbacca and 
Calrissian cut quick glances and the 
wookiee gave a barely perceptible nod. 
He wrinkled his nose as he did so, for 
the ripe fish smell of the Hut was 
overpower ing. 


"Fifty thousand credits," Calris- 
sian said. 


Chewbacca held his breath. For 
one very long moment, Jabba seemed to 
consider the deal. Then he shook his 
head slowly, almost regretfully, and 
Chewbacca's heart plummeted. Oh Han, 
Han! Why does he hate you so? 


"That scarcely recompenses me for 
time and trouble, Calrissian." Ex- 
tending another pseudopod, Jabba 
reached for a candied date. Shoving 
‘+t into his mouth, he chewed noisily. 
"And that pirate's caused me a lot of 
trouble." 


Calrissian's mouth tightened, and 
Chewbacca knew he did not like such 
direct, hands-on dickering. The ex- 
administrator preferred a more ‘sub- 
tle' approach to problems. "AT 
right, 100,000 credits over the posted 
reward." 


The Hut looked thoughtful. 
"200,000 credits in all?" 


Calrissian nodded. "200,000 
credits for a deadbeat pirate who's 
been nothing but trouble since the day 
you hired him." 


Jabba peered at them from beady 
black eyes that almost disappeared 
under overlapping folds of fat. 
"200,000 credits," he said musingly. 
Chewbacca could scarcely contain his 
impatience. The Hut was dragging out 
these negotiations deliberately, was 
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toying with them for his own sadistic 
pleasures. Finally, the Hut shook his 
head. "200,000 credits sounds nice, 
but it scarcely repays me for running 
interference with the Empire for a 
known rebel." 


Chewbacca's blood froze and a 
mewl of desperate fright escaped him. 
Calrissian put a steadying hand on the 
wookiee's shoulder. The human essayed 
a laugh, then said, "Rebel? Our Han? 
Mr. ‘Who-the-hell-cares-who's-running- 
the-galaxy-it's-the-same-damn-taxes- 
ain't-it?' Solo?" He shook his head 
as though in despair, and Chewbacca 
marveled at his acting skills. 

"Jabba, Jabba, Jabba. You sampling 
your own spice?" 


Jabba smiled, and his pendulous 
chins waggled with the movement. 


"Even Imperial officers gamble and 


indulge and fornicate. And some of 
those Imperial officers serve on the 
Executor." He fumbled for another 
date and popped it into his mouth. 
The sticky juices oozed out to drip 
off his tripled chins. "It's amazing 
what secrets can be learned when a 
man's been handed a doped drink or 
cigarol, and has had his head turned 
by the female of his species." He 
paused. "Or by the male." Cold black 
eyes stared at them. "300,000 cred- 
its," he said. His voice brooked no 
arguments. 





Calrissian slumped in his chair. 
Raising his hand to his mouth, he 
smoothed his mustache. He darted a 
glance toward Chewbacca, then back to 
Jabba. He nodded abruptly. "All 
right. You deliver Han to the Falcon 
and we'll hand over 300,000 credits, 
coin of the realm." He pushed to his 
feet. "And make that immediately, 
Hut." Spinning on his heel, he strode 
without a backward look to the door. 


Chewbacca did not trust the sud- 
den gleam in Jabba's dead eyes. That 
spurious life only appeared when the 
Hut was about to destroy someone. 
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"Calrissian." Jabba's voice 
sounded warm and friendly. 


The black man had reached the 
door. "What?" he snapped over his 
shoulder. 


"No," said the Hut. 


Calrissian faced Jabba. Chew- 
bacca carefully folded his hands in 
his lap. His fury threatened to over- 
power him, and he refused to let un- 
reasoning instinct and animal anger 
put Han's life at risk. 


//Be careful,// he warned Calris- 
Sian. //Don't let him bait you.// 


Calrissian ignored the warning to 
stalk forward and stand in front of 
Jabba's desk. "'No'?" he repeated. 
"What do you mean, 'no'? You set the 
price, Jabba." 


Jabba nodded, his smile a tra- 
vesty of affability on his slug-like 
face. "Oh, the price is right." He 
lifted the ruby goblet to his mouth. 
"But there'll be no exchange." 


Icy rage flared through the woo- 
kiee and he forgot the warning he had 
given Calrissian. Surging out of his 
chair, he knocked Calrissian out of 
the way, then tossed Jabba's desk 
aside as though it were made of paper- 
board. Before the guards could react, 
he had clamped his hands around the 
Hut's thorax and was squeezing so 
tightly Jabba's eyes almost popped 
from his head. 


Calrissian pounded the wookiee on 
the back. "Chewie, stop! Damn you, 
stop! We'll never find Han without 
his help!" 


//We'll never find Han with his 
help,// Chewbacca snarled over his 
Shoulder. //Get away. I will tear 
this oathbreaker apart and feed the 
remains to the vulcors. I will die 
knowing I made the universe a better 
place.// 


He spared a brief thought for the 
guards, wondering why they had not 
fired already. Unless they were 
afraid they'd hit Jabba's bulk? The 
Bright Lady shields me, Chewbacca 
thought as he tightened his grip. The 
Hut's grey face purpled, and triumph 
washed over the wookiee. Vengeance, 
Han. Vengeance on the swine who dis- 
rupted the plan of decades. His hands 
tightened still more. Raising his 
snout, he howled an elegy to the Un- 
caring Ones, to the gods of his 
people. 


The guards separated. One grap- 
pled with Calrissian, and the other 
pummeled the wookiee with the butt of 
his rifle. Chewbacca ducked, but 
caught a sharp blow on the side of the 
head. Howling defiantly, Chewbacca 
Squeezed more tightly still. 


Calrissian ducked under his oppo- 
nent's guard, and a lucky punch laid 
the man flat. The second guard swung 
at Chewbacca again. Calrissian 
grabbed a chair and broke it over the 
guard's head. Then he stepped on the 
guard's slumped body and threw a ham- 
mer lock on the wookiee. He cut off 
the air supply to Chewbacca's lungs. 
"Han," he shouted into the wookiee's 
ear. "Will you for the love of the 
All remember Han?" 


To break Calrissian's hold, Chew- 
bacca had to release Jabba. He almost 
didn't, so furious was he with the 
Hut's treachery; but at last his grip 
on Jabba broke, and he reached for the 
black man. Calrissian released him 
and danced out of the way. 


"Calm down, Chewie," Calrissian 
said, holding up his hands placat- 
ingly. "We still have to rescue Han." 
Chewbacca, who had been advancing 
steadily and threateningly on Calris- 
Sian, stopped and shook his head. 


//Han is dead,// he said. Point- 
ing to the Hut, he added, //That one 
told us so.// 


Looking ready to leap out of the 
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way at the first sign of trouble, 
Calrissian came over and laid a gentle 
hand on the wookiee's arm. "No, 
Chewie. All he said was there'd be no 
exchange." 


The wookiee's fury was spent, and 
he felt strangely exhausted. //What 
if he will not tell us where Han is?// 


Calrissian raised his left brow. 
"And lose 300,000 credits? He'd sell 
his own death-clone for that, or his 
vat-mother. Why not Han?" A choking, 
gasping cough alerted them to Jabba's 
awakening. Chewbacca checked that the 
guards were still unconscious and 
Calrissian bent over the Hut's heaving 
mass. "Wake up, Jabba." He prodded 
the formless mass with his toe. 


The Hut choked once more and his 
eyes jerked open. He glared up at the 
ex-administrator. "“You--" 


"Uh-uh. Let's not be nasty." 
Calrissian leaned over the Hut and 
grabbed him. "Where's Han?" 


Jabba tried to elongate his body 
so he could slide out of Calrissian's 
grip. A deep-throated grumble from 
the wookiee stopped him. He glanced 
around, spotted his unconscious 


guards. Blanching, he shrank within 
himself. Chewbacca looked on in dis- 
gust. He had known many such bullies, 


physical cowards all. 


"T--I can't give him to you," 
Jabba said. 


Chewbacca howled and reached to- 
ward Jabba once more. Calrissian 
blocked the wookiee's advance. "What 
do you mean, you 'can't' give him up?" 


Although he was at their mercy, a 
sadistic gleam appeared in Jabba's 
eyes. Chewbacca, knowing he would not 
like the Hut's comments, clenched his 
fists; even Calrissian looked worried. 
"Fett hasn't delivered the body," 
Jabba said. He broke into gales of 
malicious laughter at their expres- 
Sions. Gasping, he added, "And no 


one's seen or heard from him since he 
left Bespin." His laughter died, and 
he stared at his captors from eyes 
that were once more dead coals. "But 
the price is still 300,000 credits, 
even if Solo gets free of Fett on his 
own, or he'll never live long enough 
to see you again." 





Calrissian let loose of the Hut 
and walked away, wiping his hands on 
his pants. The look of distaste on 
his face showed he felt he had been 
handling something foul and tainted. 
Chewbacca was numb, his thoughts a 
jumble. 


Lando turned to look at him, and 
his eyes were empty. "Where is he?" 
he said hopelessly. "Where's Han?" 


* * 


Vader stormed into sickbay and 
threw a quick look at the top-lit 
bacta-tank. Solo still floated in the 
healing fluid. "What do you mean, 
‘problems have developed'?" he snarled 
at the medic on duty. 


The medic looked as though he 
would have preferred to be anywhere 
but here. "All life readings have 
Stopped, Lord Vader, I--" A gesture 
from the Dark Lord silenced him. 


Stalking over to the tank, Vader 
checked the readings on the attached 
dials and gauges. His hands clenched 
over impotent fury, and the room 
burned red and black in his sight. He 
lashed out at the tank and struck it 
once, twice, three times in his wrath; 
not even his anger could shatter the 
glassteel tank, however, and Solo's 
body continued to float in the bacta- 
solution. 


Damn him, damn him, damn him! 
May he rot in the lower depths of 
hell! 


Ignoring the shivering medic, 
Vader spun on his heel. No. He could 
not be defeated. Not yet, not now. 
Not when it was all, the entire game, 


_ escape. 
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You'll not get 
Not this way, 


so Close to being his. 
away from me, Han Solo. 
not this easily. 


"Keep all extraordinary proce- 
dures going," he ordered. "I don't 
want that body damaged." The black 
cape swirled behind him as he stalked 
from the room. 


He took the most direct route to 
his quarters. Activating the medita- 
tion pod, he stepped inside. Some of 
his anger melted as the pod's comfort- 
ing silence wrapped around him. He 
used his remaining fury to fuel his 
journey. Quickly, the Dark Lord 
soared from level to level until he 
was at one with the Force. His soul, 
raven-feathered and gleaming in the 
ghostlight of this non-dimension, 
arrowed away from him. 


He hovered above the flow of the 
Force, hunting for the particular soul 
he sought. He ignored the darkly 
glowing brightness that was Skywalker, 
ignored the sudden swift birth of dark 
fire--Leia Organa? But then--at Sky- 
walker's side. Deeper into the Force 
he flew, seeking those who had given 
their essence into that great ebb and 
flow. The shadow-bird reached the 
borderland between life and death. 
Winds, seemingly from nowhere, buf- 
feted him, and three times he was 
driven back. 


He felt his fury rising again. 
He was the Lord Darth Vader, Dark Lord 
of the Sith. He, of all humans, had 
the right to be here. He was Death's 
Lord, was the Lord of Death. And I 
will not lose you, Solo. Not like 
this, not to Death. You shall not 
escape me. 


The Dark Lord sent his shadow- 
bird slashing against the psychic 
borderland once more. The Light 
reached out, enfolded him. The 
Shadow-bird soared upward, seeking 
to outrun the Light. There was no 
The bird dove, swooped, fled 
back along the path he had taken 
through this never-world. 


Bursting free of the Light, the 
shadow-bird sought its master, re- 
united with him. Opening his eyes, 
Vader stared straight ahead. There 
had been no quicksilver presence in 
al] that bright congregation forming 
the Light. Where was Solo? Where, if 
neither the worlds of the dead nor of 
the living held him? 


* * 


The nepar winds, scouring every- 
thing in their path, swept down from 
the mountains surrounding the valley 
of Kalisar. The valley had been liv- 
ing once, and fertile, and the most 
Holy of lands. Now it was barren, 
empty, a wasteland. No one had walked 
it in more than twenty years. Not 
since the dark time, not since the 
Empire. 


The land that had once been rich 
with life, and with the magic of the 
Bright and the Dark, was now a dust 
bowl. The Tree of Life, blasted in 
the battle between Darth Vader and 
Obi-Wan, had put forth neither bud nor 
leaf for two decades. Only the stones 
of Carroch still remained, mute tri- 
bute to the Throne of the Sith, to the 
Court of the Jedi in the days before 
destruction's triumph. 


R'kharikhan Solastara, Bright 
Lord of the Sith, first of his line to 
bear that title since the days of 
destruction, trod the blasted land. 
Dressed as an ordinary spacer, he 
seemed strangely out of place in this 
valley where only memories walked. 
The land was dead; worse, it had 
fallen to a hatred of Life itself. 
Bending, the Bright Lord gouged a 
handful of dirt from the ground. He 
let it drip through his fingers. 
Sterile. Lifeless. Could all his 
power bring hope and life back to this 
wasteland? 


The Bright Lord straightened. 
Walking on, he reached the four Stones 
set equidistant about the Tree. 
Standing on the Stone of the Bright 
Lord, he faced the Tree and raised his 
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hands above his head, palms facing 
outward. Light arrowed from his 
fingers. The light was warm and cold, 
bright and dark. It shielded the Tree 
from view for a moment, then dissi- 
pated. Where a bare branch had been, 
a bud now quivered at the end of one 
twig. 


The Bright Lord smiled, and for a 
moment his smile seemed perilously 
like a proud grin. "Not bad for some- 
one out of practice for ten years," he 
told the wind. The nepar chuckled, 
sounding like his old master, and the 
Bright Lord's smile widened. Turning, 
he raised his hands once more above 
his head. "Y'cha sesta musta, Y'cha 
sesta giliath." He called the ranks 
of the Jedi. The names rolled sonor- 
ously from his lips, trembled brightly 
in the air. "Amanisus, Malistora, 
Deneria. Areze-Tre, Darklighter, 
Utherein. Antilles, Skywalker, Yoda. 
Obi-Wan, Feder, Morgana." 


The list contined, name upon name 
of the Jedi honored. And still the 
Bright Lord called the roll, called 
the naming of a Jedi Court, and all 
the time the nepar winds swept down 
from the mountains, scouring the land 
of Jedi blood, cleansing the shrine of | 
the stench of treason, driving death 
back from the Land of Life. 


"Borethor, Zenoria, Vulhnu. 
Jessera, Talista, Chamoch." 


And as the Bright Lord named the 
honored Jedi, each appeared in the 
valley. For the first time since the 
destruction of the shrine, more than 
twenty years ago, the Court of the 
Jedi was in session. 


Row upon row of Jedi, called by 
the Bright Lord forth from life, forth 
from death, called as only the Bright 
Lord could do, and then only for the 
most sacred of Jedi Courts, returned 
his greeting. "Y'cha sesta giliath, 
y'cha sesta mustaphara." Behind the 
Bright Lord, the Tree of Life sprouted 
more buds. The wind, shaking the 
branches, rained petals on the three 


empty Stones of Carroch. 


Lord Solastara bowed deeply, from 
the waist, toward the assembled Jedi. 
His eyes glinted golden in the sun. 
Lifting his hands over his head once 
more, he called the last name on the 
Jedi rolls. "Lord Darth Vader, Dark 
Lord of the Sith." The name rolled 
back from the distant hills like 
thunder. 


* * 


In the never-dark night aboard 
the Executor, Vader jolted upright, 
Sightless eyes staring out at a noth- 
ingness that somehow seemed filled 
with sudden light, with movement and 
purpose. A dream. That was all that 
had disturbed him. A dream. There 
was no Naming, no living shrine to 
cal] him. 


They are dead. I killed them 
all, Bright Lord and Dark Lady. 
Bright Lady. The Sith are gone, all 
but the Dark Lord. I alone remain, I 
alone wield the power of the Sith. I 
slaughtered the Sith, cried vendetta 
on the Heirs. I made sure of R'khari- 
khan's death, found Kiara, redis- 
covered my son. I alone remain. I, 
and Luke, and Kiara. Had they somehow 
learned their heritage? Was it they 
who called him now? No. Where could 
they have learned, when I am their 
only link to the past? 


He lay down again. Closing his 
eyes made no difference. Open or 
shut, the images of betrayal and death 
were with him tonight. Vader wit- 
nessed again the betrayal of the Jedi, 
the murder of the Sith. His Bright 
Lady's smile--amused and forgiving, 
even as his sabre cut her down--stayed 
with him. 


He'd seen such a smile, feared 
such a smile--and that but a short 
time ago. Where-- | 


"Y'cha sesta musta. Y'cha sesta 
giliath. Come forth, Vader, Dark 
Lord, to the Shrine of our faith." 
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Vader clenched his hands at his 
Sides and lay there unmoving, willing 
his heart to stop racing. There was 
no one to call that challenge to him, 
no one. Kalisar was dead, a burned- 
off world where no one walked, or 
called court, or issued challenge. 


As though in taunting response, 
the call echoed again through Vader's 
mind. For the first time in twenty 
years, he felt a stirring of fear. 


* * 


Luke stared out the window of his 
portside hotel room. He'd felt ill- 
at-ease and restless ever since he and 
Leia landed in Mos Eisley. They had 
come in smooth's could be, outwitting 
the port patrol, and had evaded Impe- 
rial ID checks since. But something, 
some whisper of his Jedi senses, 
warned him that danger was still to 
come. 


Leia's rap sounded on the con- 
necting door between their rooms. 
Frowning still, Luke unlocked the door 
for her. 


She slipped into his room, 
started to say something. Becoming 
aware of his emotions, she put out a 
trembling hand. "Luke? Have you 
heard anything from Lando or Chewie?" 

His frown deepened. "No, noth- 
ing. But--" 

A knock interrupted him. “Luke? 
Leia? You two there?" It was Lando's 
voice. 


Luke met Leia's glance. Hope and 
fear, both emotions overridingly pow- 
erful, were reflected in her face. He 
Squeezed her hand and smiled faintly. 
And never let her know how hard it is, 
how bitter her happiness is to me. 


Walking to the door, Luke opened 
it. Lando stood there, alone. Leia 
rushed to Luke's side, looked out into 
the hallway. Luke, sensing that his 
formless fears would be given shape at 


last, put his arm around Leia's shoul- 
ders. He pulled her back into the 
room, motioned Lando in. 


"Where're Han and Chewie?" he 
asked the older man. 


Lando dropped onto the over- 


stuffed chair drawn up beside the bed. 


"Chewie's aboard the Falcon. Al] the 
trouble we went to reregistering that 
bird, we didn't want to risk it in a 


dumb move." He rubbed his eyes wear- 
ily. "“Han--" 

"Han's there, too?" Leia spun 
back toward her room. "Let's go, 


then. I want--I have to see him 
again." 


Luke flicked a glance toward 
Lando. The black man was staring at 
the princess in undisguised pity and 
sorrow. Fleetingly, the two men cut 
glances. Lando shook his head almost 
imperceptibly. Reaching out a hand, 
Luke hooked his arm through the prin- 
cess's elbow before she could dart 
into the other room. "Leia," Luke 
Said gently, "I think you'd better 
hear the rest of this." 


The princess came back slowly. 
Her skin was cold to the touch, and 
Luke wanted desperately to hold her, 
to comfort her, to warm her once more. 
He couldn't. Not now.. Not ever, 
Skywalker, and you know it. He satis- 
fied himself with holding her hand. 


"Where's Han, Lando?" Leia's 
voice was quiet, but panic and sorrow 
were dangerously near the surface. 
She pulled away from Luke. 


Lando looked away from her. 
Haltingly, he told them of Jabba's 
Claim, told them of his demanded pay- 
ment. "--we had no choice, Leia. 
If--no, when Han's found, at least the 
death mark'll be off his head." 





"You trust the Hut's word?" 
voice was still quiet, still con- 
trolled. Luke winced on hearing it, 
and Lando swallowed, then folded his 
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hands tightly in his lap. 


"We have to, Princess. If he 
does have Han, it'd take an army to 
get him out of that fortress in the 
mountains. If he doesn't, what the 
hell good will even the army do?" 


"We could destroy him, prevent 
him from putting a death mark on any- 
one else." She paced across the room 
like a restless panthryn. 


Luke frowned. Something was 
stirring in the back of Leia's eyes. 
He was not sure he liked it. "Ven- 
geance, Leia?" 


Turning, she stared at him, and 
he shuddered. Her eyes were deep, 
empty, bottomless. "Why not? What 
else is there?" 


He crossed to her, turned her 
to face him, and gave her a shake. 
"There's a rebellion, Leia, and a war 
to fight." His hands tightened on her 
Shoulders and he fought the urge to 
pull her deeper into his arms. "Or 
had you forgotten that?" 


She blinked, and shook her head, 
and the shadows faded from her eyes. 
"T--yes, of course. I--" She paused, 
obviously trying to marshal her 
thoughts. 


Putting his hand under her chin, 
Luke forced her to look at him. Fin- 
ally Luke sighed and said, "It's not 
that bad yet, Leia. And, Force will- 
ing, it never will be." He turned to 
Lando, who was watching them cau- _ 
tiously. "Well, Lando? Do you think 
the situation's that bad?" 


Lando exhaled sharply. "I don't 
know, Luke, and that's the truth. I 
don't think Jabba has Han. Chewie 
wanted to squeeze the Hut in two and 
see if either half changed its story. 
But the way I figure it, if Jabba's 
lying about this, and has rooked us of 
300,000 credits, none of his men'l] 
trust him again. The next time he 
puts out a death mark, no one'll pay 


jt--except in blood. Why pay for 
something if the Hut's not going to 
deliver?" He shook his head. "Boba 
Fett never delivered Han to the Hut. 
But who could outbid Jabba?" 


"Vader," Luke whispered. He felt 
once more the faint presence of an- 
other being in the room with him. 
"Vader, and he's after more than Han." 
He's after me, damn him. He tightened 
his jaw in determination. No, Lord 
Vader. This time you won't win. 


Leia clenched, unclenched her 
fists. "Surely we can stop him?" 


"Control. You must learn con- 
trol.” "Yes," he assured her, "we'll 
stop him." And without anger, without 
hatred. Or Vader will win, in spite 
of everything. He took a deep breath. 
"Leia, you and Lando go back to the 
Falcon. Stay there until I get back 
from the desert. There're. . .one or 
two things I have to check out." 


Almost, he expected an argument 
from her. She studied him closely, 
but finally nodded agreement. "And 
Luke, be careful?" 


He forced a grin. "You sound 
like Artoo," he said. "Don't worry, 
I'll be careful." He shrugged. 
"There's nothing in the Jundland to 
worry me, anyway. Not with Vader back 
at the Core and Jabba interested only 
in his ransom." 


"How--" She bit back the ques- 
tion, but Luke read it in her eyes. 
Right, junior. Just how do you know 
Vader's back at the Core? he asked 
himself mockingly. He did not think 
he could explain to the Princess Leia 
Organa the silver cord of conscious- 
ness that bound him to the Dark Lord. 


"Will you take Artoo with you?" 
Leia's obvious worry tore at Luke's 
heart. He wanted so much more from 
her--or so much less. Her love for 
Han would be easier to bear if he 
himself meant nothing to her. But for 
her to love him, yet never love him as 
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he loved her... 


Luke nodded sharply. He had to 
get out of here, away from Leia. 
"T'll stop off at the port before I 
leave and pick him up. You take 
Threepio back to the Falcon." He 
paused thoughtfully. "That droid 


knows something about why Han's been 


kidnapped, but every time he tries to 
tell us, Artoo stops him. See if you 
can get anything out of him while I'm 
gone." He started to reach out to 
her, to touch her cheek gently. 

Afraid the motion would turn into a 
revealing caress, he let his hand drop 
to his side. "You take care," he 
Said. 


He turned to Lando. "Use your 
Own judgment. If things tighten up 
around here blast off without me. 
Artoo and I'll get back to rendezvous 
somehow or other, and you can leave us 
a coded marker buoy." 


Nodding, Lando flipped Luke a 
universal 'luck's up' sign. The 
younger man smiled ruefully--what I 
hope to find in the middle of rock, 
sand, and desert is beyond me!--and 
headed for the door. 


* * 


Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi greeted 
the Bright Lord of the Sith. Recogni- 
tion flared in Kenobi's eyes. "I 
should have known," he said, shaking 
his head at his blindness. "The power 
was there to see and feel, but I 
thought you untutored, and unwilling 
to learn. Did you always know, even 
in the cantina in Mos Eisley? How 
could you shield so completely?" 


The Bright Lord shook his head. 
"My memory was blocked. I was what I 
appeared to be when we first met." 
His smile widened. "I couldn't have 
driven such a good bargain if I 
weren't." 


"When did you remember this?" 


- Obi-Wan's gesture encompassed the 


valley, quiescent once more. 


"Only when I saw you die, and 
felt Vader's strength in the Force." 
"And the training?" 


Yoda chuckled maliciously. "Told 
I did. My own counsel will I 


you, 
on who is to be trained." 


keep 


The Bright Lord grinned, ignoring 
this reference to the secret training 
that had fitted him for his current 
role. "You've known him longer than 
I," he said in an aside to Obi-Wan. 
"Has he always been so insufferable?" 


Obi-Wan fixed his mentor with a 
fulminating gaze. “Always. Espe- 
cially when he's right. And since 
that’s almost always. . ." 


Yoda made a poking gesture with 
his gimer stick. "Insult not your 
elders, Obi-Wan. Rather should you 
ask why it is now, returns the Bright 
Lord to Kalisar." 


"Is it time for the Sith to be 
reborn?" Obi-Wan asked eagerly. 


The Bright Lord did not answer 
immediately. His gaze turned inward-- 
or outward, as though he were watching 
events taking place far away. At 
last, he nodded slowly. "Reborn, or 
destroyed forever, and the Jedi with 
them." His golden glance embraced 
the two elders. "It is the time of 
prophecy," he said simply. "Vader and 
Skywalker's son will meet." 


* * 


The storm flared up with a fury 
beyond his remembering. Sand and 
Stone, whipped up by the howling 
winds, lashed at the canopy of the 
rented aircar. Luke pulled to the 
Side of the road. "Damn it, Artoo," 
he shouted above the storm and the 
clatter of rocks, "I've never seen it 
this bad." 


The little droid gave an almost 
human shudder and clicked a comment in 
response. 
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Luke glanced at the translation 
screen and shook his head. "No, we've 
come this far, why turn back? We'll 
wait out the storm, then go on to 


Ben's hut. I want to see if--" He 
paused, then lifted his head. "Did 
you hear something just then?" 
"Brreep-awp ?" 
"No, not the wind. It sounded 


like--" Luke adjusted his sand- 
goggles to protect his eyes and pulled 
the hood of his padded jacket closer 
about him. Then, ignoring the frantic 
squeals of the astromech, he yanked 
the aircar door open and tumbled onto 
the sands. The wind buffeted him with 
gale-force strength. '"--Like Leia." 


He peered through the curtains of 
windswept sand, but could see nothing. 
"Leia? Leia, is that you?" The wind 
threw his desperate shout back to him. 
"Leia, answer me. Are you--" 


"Luke, Luke! Where are you? I 
can't see you!" The frantic cry 
seemed at first to come from within 
him, from all around him. 


"Leia, stay there and I'll find 
you. Shout again, let me know where 
you are!" 


"Luke, can you hear me?" The 
voice now seemed to come from beyond 
the ridge of rock formations ten 
meters to the left. "Luke, I'm 
here. .. here... here..." The 
wind blew her words away and threat- 
ened to interfere with his sense of 
direction. 

"Stay there," he commanded. "I'm 
coming." 


"Brip-doo-bip!" 


Luke refused to listen to Artoo's 
frantic warnings. "No, Artoo, I know 
what I'm doing." Reaching under the 
seat of the aircar, he took out his 
blaster and belted it. Not even winds 
of this fury would drive the sand- 
people to ground. "You stay here. 





I'll be right back with Leia." 


He strode across the road gouged 
from the desert and climbed onto the 
crumbling shoulder of the rock .forma- 
tion lining it. "Breeip?" Artoo's 
mournful farewell sounded behind him. 
Luke's only response was to adjust the 
blaster at his waist and then to 
scramble to the top of the ridge. 


"Leia?" he called once more. 
"Leia, where are you?" Luke heard 
nothing but the howling wind. He 
wondered if Leia's shouts had been his 
imagination. What could have brought 
her out here in a gale? How had she 
convinced Chewie to let her risk her- 
self? Had something happened back at 
Mos Eisley? Luke squinted into the 
dancing dust-patterns. Was that a 
Slender figure there, against the rock . 
across the way? "Leia? Is that you?" 


"Luke? Oh, Luke!" There was a 
sudden movement, a flash of red and 
gold against the wind-driven browns 
and ochres of the desert. 


"No! Stay there! I'l] come down 
to you!" Luke slid to the bottom of 
the small arroyo. A tiny rockslide 
brought half of the ridge wall down 
with him. Getting to his feet, he 
dusted himself off. He looked around 
and frowned. Where the hell-- 

"Leia?" 
"Luke? Over here!" 

He spun. Through the swirling 
sand and dust he saw a slender figure 
force its way toward him. "Leia?" 

She did not answer. The winds stormed 
more fiercely, driving him backward, 
but he struggled against them to her 
Side. 


She threw her arms around him, 
clung to him. Her hairclasps had come 
undone, and her hair tumbled around 
her shoulders. A sweet/tart aroma 
clung to her, and the smell tickled 
his nostrils. Luke pulled her close, 
trying to shelter her from the storm's 
worst fury. Looking desperately 
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around, he spotted an inlet in the 
cliff behind her. If they could stay 
there until the storm died down... 


It was worth a chance. Leia had 
no protection from the storm, not even 
sand-goggles. How she thought she'd 
get anywhere without ‘em-- He looked 
at her more closely. She was wearing 
a dark red gown, formfitting and of a 
silken thinness, and gold sandals. Of 
all the-- How the hell did she make 
it this far? Pulling off his jacket, 
Luke threw it over her bare shoulders. 
His tunic top was of fine muslin, but 
covered his arms and back. It 
wouldn't last in this storm, but he 
was more protected from the elements 
than she. 





Grabbing her arm, Luke hustled 
Leia to the cut in the cliffside. 
They pressed against the wall. The 
wind howled outside their small pro- 
tected area like a wolven deprived of 
its prey. Luke, panting from his 
exertions, looked down at Leia. 
"Where the hell did you think you were 
going in that dress?" 


She glanced down at herself, 
seemed to see the dress and become 
aware of its inappropriateness for the 
first time. "I didn't take time to 
change," she said defensively. "We 
got word of Han and I came after you 
as fast as I could." 


Luke scarcely heard her explana- 
tion. He had never seen her like this 
before. Unlike her usual white gowns, 
this dress clung like a second skin to 
her torso, flaring out from her hips 
to swirl about her sandaled feet. 
Closing his eyes against her beauty, 
Luke could still see her limned on the 
inside of his lids. 


"Leia. .." Luke felt the need 
for her, the desire for her, fire his 
blood. Outside this one small area 
the winds howled. Inside, here, with 
Leia, there was an almost preter- 
natural stillness, as though something 
momentous were about to happen. 


Luke opened his eyes. Reaching 
out to her, he wound the silken 
Strands of her hair around his 
Fingers. Slowly, lost in the dark 
pools of her eyes, he pulled her to- 
ward him. She did not resist. One 
small part of him, the part that was 
still thinking clearly, was surprised 
at that. The rest of him exulted in 
the feel of her, the warmth of her, 
the soft strength of her. 


He bent to kiss her, and her lips 
tasted of salt and of sand. Crushing 
her closer, he moved his hand from 
her hair to the curve of her hips. 
Slowly, his hand moved over her, and 
She was smooth, and sweet, and in- 
Viting. 


Her mouth opened under the gentle 
pressure of his tongue, and she was 
cool and welcoming. The kiss deep- 
ened, and his hands moved more ur- 
gently across her body. He drank of 
her then, and the nectar of her mouth 
was honeyed intoxication. With diff- 
iculty, he tore himself away. She 
frowned in disappointment. Her eyes 
were Closed, and her body clearly 
betrayed her rising passion. She 
reached out to him. "Han?" 


Luke recoiled. The pain was 
physical, and as sharp as though she 
had stabbed him. Han, always Han. 
Had it never been Luke for her? Damn 
Han! And damn Leia! A red haze cov- 
ered his vision, and the princess 
seemed distorted and ugly. As Luke 
watched in horror, his right hand 
reached out to her, wrapped around her 
Slender neck. His thumb pushed her 
head back, bared the pulse point at 
her neck. 





He stared at the translucent 
skin, mesmerized by the fragility of 
her life. He could allow her to live 
or he could will her blood to still 
--thusly. Her eyes flew open. 

"Luke. . .?" Beneath his fingers, her 
life's-blood ebbed, almost came to a 
halt. Horror grew in her eyes and she 
struggled against him. 
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business of guarding Han. 


The resentment he had harbored 
Since realizing it was Han she loved 
burst to the surface. He willed her 
blood to flow again. He would let her 
live, and would take out his fury on 
the living body. She couldn't defy 
him. Not now, not here. And 
after. .. 


He pulled her close, kissed her 
again. And this time the kiss was 
neither gentle nor loving. He tasted 
the blood from her bruised lips and 
relished it. She pushed him away and 
ran from the inlet. He smiled, watch- 
ing her. There was nowhere she could 
get away from him. Not here. Not on 
Tatooine. He followed after her 
Slowly, and as he walked, his right 
hand clenched into a tight fist at his 
Side. 


* * 


Chewbacca prowled restlessly in 
the commonroom of the Falcon. He did 
not like this enforced idleness. He 
wished he could have gone with Luke to 
the Dunes, or with Leia to the Port 
Authority. He growled impatiently. 
He would even settle for making the 
rounds of the cantinas with Calris- 
Sian, hoping against hope for some 
word of Han to filter down. 


As it was, he was bored, and 
lonely, and worried. He could not 
even forget his fears in a game of 
strategos. The gameboard was not pro- 
grammed for solitaire and there was no 
one to offer him challenge. 


He sighed gustily, and slammed 
his hand against the table. Damn you, 
Solo! When we get you back I'll give 
you what for, scaring us like this. 
Not even to himself would he admit the 
possibility that they might never 
recover Han. 


Sinking onto the banquette, he 
put his head back on the cushioned 
headrest. It had been weary, the 
But it had 
always seemed vitally important. His 


tribe had been proud, inordinately: 
proud, when the Master Jedi, because 
of the wookiees' known affinity for 
the Force, had chosen them as guard- 
ians of the mind-blocked Bright Lord. 
And when he was singled out from all 
the wookiees to be Han Solo's com- 
panion, second-mate, and friend, his 
own pride had known no bounds. 


Now he had failed his guardian- 
Ship. Han was lost, in danger of 
discovery by Vader or the Emperor. 

And the princess was out with a 
rattle-brained droid who would offer 
her no protection if her disguise were 
pierced. He sighed so heavily the 
papers on the gameboard--newstapes the 
princess had had printed out--were 
blown to the floor. He bent to re- 
trieve them and hit his head against 
the game controls. Han's last move 
sprang into sudden three-dimensional 
reality and he remembered that he had 
not had the game removed from the 
computer banks. 


He reached out to switch off the 
game, then hesitated. He studied the 
setup of the pieces. Game and set in 
three moves, and white would win. | 
Idly, he wondered. if Han had known how 
close he was ‘to victory. 


"Chewbacca? You.all right?" 


He jumped, Switching off the game: 


board, as the princess came into the 
small commonroom. He reached for the 
translator and buckled it on. Even 
though she understood some of -his 
language, it was easier to use the 
mechanical translator. *I am fine, 
Princess. I did not hear you come | 
aboard.* i ; | 


She threw down a pair of sand- 
goggles and unbuttoned the long yellow 
poncho she had worn for protection 
against the twin suns of Tatooine. "I 
didn't think there was any need to 
disturb you. Han had my retinal pat- 
tern added to the ship's data bank 
last year, so I let myself aboard." 


She looked tired. She had always 


been finely boned, and within the last 
two years had become as thin as a | 
thoroughbred salukar. Now that aris- 
tocratic look had gone beyond attrac- 
tive to gaunt. Her eyes, that Han had 
once likened to Alderaani wine, so 
dark and so sparkling had they been, 


were smudged with shadows. *There has 
been no success ?* 
She shook her head. "Nothing. 


It's as though Fett disappeared into 
another dimension, and took Han with 
him. The portmaster bought my story 
about a missing brother and helped me 
look for the Slave-l, but we found 
nothing in any of the records he had 
access to." 


For her sake, as well as for his 
own, Chewbacca tried to project an 
optimism he was far from feeling. 
*Maybe,* he said with forced cheerful- 
ness, *Calrissian will hear something 
in the cantina.* 


Coming over to him, she sat down 
beside him on the banquette. She 
curled up next to him and rested her 
head on his chest. "I doubt it," she 
said, "but we can always hope." 


* * 


It was easy to find her. She had 


— tripped, -ankle twisting on a stone, 


and now lay face downward in the dirt, 
red skirt pooled around her and glow- 
ing darkly through the fury of the 
storm. Yanking her to her feet, he 
Swung her around to face him. She hit 
out at him and he imprisoned her 
wrists in his left hand. With his 
other hand he grabbed the bodice of 
her dress and ripped. The thin mater- 
jal tore easily. He stared at her, 
trying to read in her face some ex- 
pression other than fear. Loathing 
perhaps, or arising lust of her own. 
Anything to make him hate her the 
more, to make what he was doing seem 
just. 


Why do you search for reasons? 


The voice was insidious, hateful. It 
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wrapped itself about his thoughts 


until, almost, he could not separate 
it from himself. She is yours by 
right. She betrayed you. Take her, 
here and now. Then keep her--or throw 
her away. But do it. 


"No. No-oo-o00!" Luke released 
her, forced himself to back away from 
her. The dark voice of temptation 
called him, énticing him on. His 
right hand throbbed painfully. As 
Leia cowered away from him, he reached 
out. His hand cupped her breast, slid 
upward to the slender column of her 
throat, entwined itself in her hair. 
The pain subsided when he caressed 
her. 


_ Bending his entire will to the 
task, Luke released her again. He 
cradled his right hand with his left. 
Now that he no longer felt the smooth- 
ness of her skin, the silkiness of her 
hair, the pain began once more. 


I don't know 
Let's call it sun- 


"Leia, I'm sorry. 
what happened. 
Stroke, okay?" 


She covered herself with the 
tattered remains of her dress. She 
hesitated, then reached out to him. 
"Are you--will you be all right?" 


He closed his eyes against the 
concern in her face. Damn the woman! 
Had she no sense of self-preservation? 
He'd as good as raped her and all she 
could ask was-- "No, damn it, I'm not 
all right. I don't know if I'll ever 
be 'all right' again." He laughed 
then, bitterly. “Did you know I was 
going to be your knight-in-arms, Leia? 
I was going to slay Vader and the 
Emperor for you, and lay my sword at 
your feet. Instead I--" He broke 
off, unable yet to talk to her ra- 
tionally. 





A soft touch on his cheek burned 
like molten steel. He jerked his head 
back, opened his eyes. Leia stood 
there, dark eyes hiding her thoughts. 
He backed away. She started to follow 
and he held up a hand. "No. Don't 
come near. I have to work this out 
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myself." He gestured over the ridge. 
"You don't have your landspeeder. 
Mine's over that wall. Artoo's there, 
too. He'll take you back to Mos 
Eisley. Tell him come back for me. 
I'l] be heading for Ben's." 


She frowned and started to say 
something. He shook his head. "No 
arguments, just do as I say." 

"But--" 


"I'll be all right, Leja," he 
Said between gritted teeth. 


"Will you be?" 
insistent. 


She seemed oddly 


Nodding wearily, he said, "I was 
raised on the outback on this world. 
I know the tricks of the tuskens and 
the jawas, and I'm armed. I'l] be all 
right." He stared at her hungrily, 
still wanting her, still needing her. 
"Now will you please get going?" 


She nodded and clambered over the 
rock piles to the top of the ridge. 
When she reached the top he yelled, 
"Do you see the 'speeder?" At her 
nod, he said, "Get going then," and 
turned his back on her. There was no 
reply. After several seconds he 
risked a backward glance. She had 
disappeared from view. 


Drawing a sobbing breath, he fell 
to the ground. Pain, beggaring de- 
scription, washed over him, and he bit 
his lips against the screams that 
might call her back. Fool! His 
thoughts were bitter. She could have 
slaked your thirst, could have eased 
your pain. And you let her go. 


Resolutely, he ignored the voice. 
Still cradling his right arm, wonder- 
ing how it would betray him next, he 
trudged toward Ben's shack. 


He did not notice the winds had 
died. 


Vader stared at the bacta-tank. 
"And you say there was movement on the 
board? It wasn't an automatic read- 
justment of the gauges?" He circled 
the tank, sent out questing feelers of 
thought. If it were a mechanical ~ 
problem, and could be remedied-- 


The medical technician shook his 
head. "No, Lord Vader, al] mechanical 
problems were taken into account. The 
problem's with the patient." 


Vader controlled his fury with 
difficulty. He waved the medic off. 
"Report back to the Medical Officer," 
he said. He waited until the other 
had left, then walked up to the tank. 
He splayed his hands across the sur- 
face of the tank, bent until] he was 
touching the glassteel with his 
helmet. 


"Damn you, Solo," he hissed. "I 
know you're still there, somewhere. 
I'll find you if it takes forever, if 
I have to destroy the Empire to do 
so." Almost, he felt a tinge of fear 
again. That such power existed, and 
was not under his control, set up an 
intolerable situation he had no in- 
tention of allowing to go on. 


Where are you, Solo. Come to me. 
He thought of the last message he had 
beamed toward Skywalker. Come to me, 
sO you Can save your princess from 
brutalization. For a single second 
the temperature in the sickbay seemed 
to drop. Despite his leather-and- 
Steel armor, Vader felt the sudden 
cold. He shivered, and backed away 
from the tank. 


Who, or what, was Han Solo? 


* * 


Luke's ankle turned under him and 
he slid to the bottom of the incline. 
He lay there a minute, the sun beating 
down on his back, and counted to 
thirty as slowly as he could. Then he 
pushed himself up and dusted himself 
off. He took stock of his condition, 
and smiled wryly. He was fairly sure 
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that Ben's hut would be untouched, 
even after two years, since the sand- 
people and the jawas feared the old 
man as a wizard. He only hoped there 
was a well-stocked medicine cabinet in 
the hut. He'd need one: scratches, 
gouges, cuts, sunburn. He'd not been 
in this bad a shape since. .. His 
hand tightened convulsively on his 
blaster. He'd not been in this bad a 
shape since Bespin. 


Luke tackled the incline again, 
and this time made it to the top and 
scrambled over. He paused to catch 
his breath. Already sweat poured from 
him with his exertion, but the suns 
evaporated every drop of moisture as 
fast as he exuded it. He felt giddy, 
almost light-headed, but didn't dare 
Stop. Ben's shack was several miles 
away, and if he didn't get going he'd 
never make it before nightfall, or 
before the winds returned. 


And nothing'll get solved if I 
leave my bones on the sands for the 
suns to bleach. 


He tried to whistle, but couldn't 
through parched lips. He settled for 
humming a monotonous tune as he picked 
up the tempo of the march. 


Coming to a narrow ravine, he 
Slowed down, and kept on the alert. 
The steep sides of the passage af- 
forded excellent locations for ambush, 
and the tusken raiders and the jawas 
frequently used them to advantage. 
Peering right and left, scanning the 
sheer sides of the cliff, he moved 
into the canyon. So far nothing 
seemed suspicious. 

"How you doing, kid? You look--" 

The loved/hated voice jolted 
through him, shaking him from the 
almost mesmerized calm he had fallen 
into. Betrayer! Hatred, great, mas- 
Sive waves of it, sang through him, 
roaring through his bloodstream, ren- 
dering him breathlessly, fatally 
alive. "You bastard!" he screamed as, 
in one fluid motion, he turned, drew 








his blaster, dropped to one knee, and 
fired. His scream continued to echo 
off the cliffs even as, horrified, he 
tried to stop himself; once again his 
right hand betrayed him, and before he 
could stop he had fired two more 
times. 


"No. No!" He tried to drop the 
gun, but his hand remained clamped 
around the butt. He slammed his hand 
against the ground, picked up a large 
rock and pounded mindlessly until the 
pain threatened to overcome him. The 
hand dangled uselessly at his side 
now. Weaponless. 


Luke scrabbled across the ravine 
to his fallen friend's side. The left 
Side of Han's chest was badly burned, 
his face was blistered, his left arm 
was scored from elbow to shoulder. 


Falling to his knees, Luke pulled 
Han into his arms. "Damn you, Han, 
don't you be dead yet. You can't be 
dead yet, you hear me?" 


Han stirred faintly. Opening his 
eyes, he squinted up at Luke. "Didn't 
know you were that good a shot, kid," 
he whispered. 


Luke hugged him closer. "I knew 
it was you, Han. I knew it was you 
before I turned and fired. I knew it 
was you, and I hated you so much I 
didn't even care. I was glad it was 
you." He took a deep, shuddering 
breath. "How could I hate you like 
that, Han? It doesn't make sense." 


"Luke?" Han's voice was but a 
thread of itself. "Luke, I'm cold." 


Luke bit his lips. Holding Han 
close, he chafed his wrists, tried 
warming him with his body. Han's 
teeth chattered and his body shook 
convulsively. “Luke? Have the suns 
set?" 


Desperately, Luke felt for a 
pulse: shallow, and Han's skin was 
cold and clammy to the touch. Luke 


glanced down at his right arm. Crip- 
pled as he was, could he get Han to 
Ben's hut? Getting to his feet, he 
managed to one-handedly drag Han to 
the scant protection of the ravine 
wall. He hunkered down next to him 
and tried to compose his thoughts 
enough to look at the situation calmly 
and rationally. 


It was almost impossible. Again 
and again his mind replayed the hor- 
rors of that moment when he turned, 
knowing what he was doing, and fired 
at his friend. If only I'd stayed on 
Dagobah-- But honesty would not allow 
him to use that excuse. If he'd 
Stayed on Dagobah he would only have 
killed his friend later, and perhaps 
more effectively. He had acted from 
hatred, hatred and jealousy, and they 
were his bitter pills. Yoda had no 
control over them. 


Drawing in his breath with a sob, 
Luke leaned back against the ravine 
wall. So, Vader-who-is-not-my-father. 
You win. It doesn't matter if we 
share blood, we share the same dark- 
nesses, the same bitterness, the same 
hatred. Thoughtfully, he examined the 
damage to his right hand. There's one 
difference, though, Father. If my 
power comes from hatred, I don't want 
it. 


He sat there, silently, as the 
suns passed: overhead. And as he sat 
he wrestled with the twin spectres of 
jealousy and hate, monsters of his own 
devising that had cost him the two 
people he held most dear. Leia would 
never, could never forgive him for his 
treatment of her, and as for Han... 
He shuddered, but did not evade the 
responsibility of his act. 


His thoughts played themselves 
out again and again, and as he sat, 
immersed in realization and regret, 
his left hand gently, almost caress- 
ingly, brought surcease of pain and 
torment to Han's wounds. 


* * 


Alert for danger, Vader spun 
around. The sickbay was deserted. 
Only he was here. He, and Han Solo's 
body, still floating in the bacta-tank 
at the far end of the room. Lit from 
behind, the tank threw shadows against 
the walls and the floor. Almost, 
Vader thought the shadows seemed to 
move. Imagination, he scoffed. The 
man is medically dead. Not even my 
Skills can bring him back. 


For the first time he faced the 
thought that he had failed with his 
plans for Solo, that, somehow, the 
Corellian smuggler had put himself 
beyond the reach of being used. The 
thought was not pleasing. He still 
could use Skywalker to get at the 
Emperor, but the Emperor would be 
prepared for such treachery. How much 
easier it would have been had he been 
able to use his trump card, his own 
unknown Jedi apprentice. 


A slight sound caught his atten- 
tion and he looked around warily. The 
Shadows seemed to have lengthened. 
Vader caught himself sharply. That 
had to be imagination. Onboard light- 
ing was artificial and uniform. It 
did not lengthen at ‘nightfall.’ 


He glanced toward the bacta-tank 
and froze. Han Solo, eyes open and 
reflecting dull silver in the overhead 
lights, stared directly at him. Life, 
and intelligence, and power shone in 
_ those eyes. Fear, the fear he had 
been keeping at bay for the past sev- 
eral days, finally surfaced. Solo was 
here, was aware. But the life-support 
gauges on the tank registered zero. 


Vader walked forward slowly, 
drawn against his will to the tank. 
Hesitantly, he put out a hand to touch 
the glassteel partition that separated 
him from Solo. The tank was warm, and 
pulsed with power. Solo smiled, and 
Closed his eyes. The trace of power 
in the room faded. 


Slowly, Vader backed away from 
the tank. He considered ordering 
Solo's body destroyed, then realized 
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it would make no difference if he did. 
As he stared at the now quiet tank, 
his thoughts were ironical: he had 
set the game pieces in motion; he 
could not complain if the game plan 
was taken out of his hands. 


Turning, he strode from the room. 
He knew--had known, in reality, for 
days--where he could find Han Solo. 


Kalisar. 


* * 


Greyness stretched in all direc- 
tions. The land was dead, grey and 
barren, flat and featureless. Al- 
though no fog wrapped around her, the 
sky was grey, and neither sun nor moon 
could be seen. 


She did not know how long she had 
been here, nor did she know why. If 
it weren't for the fact that she 
seemed to have a very real body--she 
pinched herself to be sure, winced at 
the pain--she would have thought she 
was dead, and in that special Alde- 
raani Limbo reserved for those who had 
not filled their proper function in 
life. 


Proper function? Had she, in 
spite of dedication and determination, 
lived her life unfulfilled? Was she 
dreaming, hallucinating? 


_ The sound of her footsteps al- 
tered, and she looked downward. A 
metal floor now gleamed beneath her 
feet. She halted. Should she con- 
tinue, or retrace her steps? A swift 
Slamming sounded and walls sprang up 
behind her and to both sides. 


She studied the floor .and walls, 
then shrugged. Her options had been 
cut to one. Continuing on, she came 
to a large, familiar room--the opera- 
tions room of the Death Star. 

When had the Empire rebuilt the war 
machine? And why had the Alliance not 
learned of this new project? 


Her questions faded when she 


recognized two figures at the far end 
of the room. Vader, and with him, 
Moff Tarkin. Hatred, as fierce as 
though Alderaan's destruction were 
minutes, rather than years in the 
past, burned through her. She forgot 
completely all questions as to 
reality. 


Her hands clenched over the de- 
Sire to destroy Vader and Tarkin, but 
not even such richly deserved ven- 
geance would bring back Alderaan's 
fertile fields and lush forests, its 
clear skies and crystal waters. And 
how was she to cry vendetta on them? 
She could not pace her family's burial 
grounds, cleansing it of her guilt 
(Oh, Alderaan! Theirs the bloodied 
hands, mine the guilt.) by sprinkling 
it with her enemies' blood. 


The planet in the Death Star's 
viewscreen swelled, and Leia recog- 
nized Brightstar, the Imperial capi- 
tal, with its scores of attendant 
Satellites. Neither Vader nor Tarkin 
seemed aware of her, and no one was 
Stationed at the gurney controls. 
Leia's breath quickened, and she sa- 
vored the taste of revenge on her 
tongue as though it. were a fine wine. 
She did not know how Tarkin had sur- 
vived the destruction of the first 
Death Star, but she vowed he would not 
hold any more worlds to ransom for the 
Empire. 


Quietly, she inched her way to 
the control board of the Death Star's 
main laser cannon. It was just such a 
weapon that had destroyed Alderaan. 
Keeping her eyes on the figures at the 
other end of the room, Leia reached 
out to control buttons. 


"Think you not of the innocents 
you will slaughter, little one?" Leia 
Shrugged away the unfamiliar voice. 
This was war, and war demanded a price 
from innocents. If she acted now, and 
swiftly, she would deal the Empire 
such a crippling blow it would never 
recover. The Emperor was there, on 


Brightstar. .. 
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"And is it to end the killing you 
do this? Or to exact blood-debt for 
Alderaan?" 


She hesitated for one second 
only, then activated the laser cannon. 
The high-pitched whine filled the 
room. Defiantly, Leia glanced toward 
Vader and Tarkin. Alerted by the 
sound, they turned and faced her. A 
smile slashed across Tarkin's face as 


he greeted her. "Princess Leia, we've 
been expecting you." 
She stared at him. How could 


they have expected her, when she did 
not know herself how she had come to 
be on board the Death Star? Dis- 
missing his words as an attempt to 
shake her confidence, Leia smiled as 
coldly as Tarkin. The laser's whine 
reached its highest pitch. Quickly, 
Leia initiated the full firing se- 
quence. "Whether you expected me or 
not, Tarkin, the game is mine. 
There's nothing you or Vader can do to 
prevent my victory. I cry vendetta." 


There was a deep rumble. Doubt- 
fully, Leia flicked her eyes to Vader. 
Almost, it sounded as though the Dark 
Lord were laughing. "And do you cry 
vendetta on Alderaan, Princess?" 

Vader gestured dramatically toward the 
viewscreen. 


Leia turned slowly, dreading what 
she might see. Brightstar was gone; 
in its place, blue and green in the 
blackness of space, was Alderaan. 
"No!" The cry was torn from her. 
threw herself on the control panel, 
tried to reverse the laser cannon. 
She could not find the proper se- 
quence. Even as she watched, a green 
ray reached out from the Death Star, 
touched Alderaan lightly, and shat- 
tered it like a crystal ball. And 
this time, even more hateful than the 
black-gloved, iron-banded hands that 
had once forced her to watch Alde- 
raan's destruction, was the sound of 
Vader's laughter. 


She 


Hot tears scalded Leia's eyes, 


and she bowed her head. To have Alde- 
raan die, twice, and once by her 
hand. .. 


Vader's laughter still rang in 
her ears. Leia spun around, willing 
to risk death for the sake of attack- 
ing him with her bare hands. Vader 
and Tarkin were gone. There was only 
one passageway they could have gone 
through. Grabbing a laser rifle from 
the weapon stand, Leia raced down the 
corridor. It twisted and turned, led 
her deeper into the bowels of the 
Death Star. 


A dream. This had to be a dream. 
Yet if it were--why couldn't she wake 
up? 


Abruptly, the passageway ended 
and Leia almost staggered into a large 
room lit from below by orange flares. 
"Much anger have you," said the 
gravelly voice once more. "Always 
stop you should, think before you 
act." 


Leia recognized the two armored 
figures immediately. Ignoring the 
voice which spoke inside her mind, she 
dropped to one knee, fired twice. 
Vader and Boba Fett crumpled to the 
floor. “And if I'd stopped to think?" 
The voice was silent. 


Leia crossed to the two bodies. 
Rifle still at the ready, she nudged 
first one, then the other. Neither 
moved. Her aim had been perfect. 
She'd blasted them both in the chest. 
She started to leave, but something in 
the silence seemed almost ominous. 
Kneeling at Vader's side, Leia set 
down her rifle. She unfastened the 
breathmask and lifted it from Vader's 
face. 


Leia's blood ran cold. "Luke?" 
she whispered. She looked over at the 
still form of Boba Fett. Slowly, 
unwilling to have her fears substan- 
tiated, she edged over to the ex- 
commando's body. She struggled with 
his helmet clasps. They did not give 
easily, and tears of frustration 
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filled her eyes. She wiped them away 
angrily. "Damn you, Fett, I want to 
see your face." 


As though her curse had worked, 
the last fastening came undone. She 
lifted the helmet. "Always stop you 
should. . ." 


Rocking back on her heels, Leia 
Stared at Han Solo. ". . .think be- 
fore you act." She completed the 
sentence. 


Alderaan, Luke, Han. She had to 
be dreaming, but why? 

“Hmmm. Train you I can, now you 
are ready." Though no one was there 
She pushed herself up from the floor. 
She did not look at Han or Luke. 


"I'm ready." 


* * 


Chewbacca sat bolt upright, won- 
dering what had woken him. The sound 
came again, a harsh, rasping sound 
from Han's cabin. What-- It took him 
a second to orient himself, to remem- 
ber Leia now slept there. Swinging 
his legs over the huge hammock in 
which he slept, the wookiee reached 
for his translator and buckled it on. 
Then he padded into the access corr- 
idor and let himself into Han's cabin. 


*Princess?* There was no answer, 
and Chewbacca realized the princess 
was dreaming. He sat on the bunk and 
his bulk set the springs groaning. 
Pulling her into his arms, he cradled 
her tenderly. So strong was she, he 
forgot sometimes that she was little 
more than a child, and that she had 
already lost more to this damnable war 
than most people would lose in a life- 
time. 


*Hush, my little cub,* Chewbacca 
crooned, *hush, now.* 


The sobs gradually stopped, and 
Chewbacca began to relax. If she 
could get some needed sleep-- 


"Chewie?" 


He sighed. 
wake her. 


He had not meant to 
*Yes, Princess?* 


"Chewie, I know where Han is." 
Her voice was dim, as though coming 
from a far distance, and Chewbacca 
felt a sudden chill. Han had sensed 
the power in Leia of Alderaan, had 
known what its source would be. He 
had not worried, had said that she 
would find her own level and would 
grow into the role destined for her. 


Now, Chewbacca was afraid. Han 
might have been sure of her, but Han 
was not here to guide her or to 
lighten the burden of her love. 
Sighing, knowing there was nothing 
he could do to help her, Chewbacca 
gathered her into a closer hold. 
you, Princess?* 


*Do 


* * 


Dazedly, Luke blinked open his 
eyes and looked around. As near as he 
could tell, he and Han had spent the 
night in the ravine, safe, somehow, 
from predators and raiders. Unwrap- 
ping himself from Han, Luke stretched 
weary muscles. He grinned wryly. Was 
the Force with him? Finally? 


Automatically, Luke flexed his 
fingers, then froze. He stared at his 
right hand. Motility had returned to 
the cyberunit, though not sensation. 
He flexed the hand thoughtfully. If 
he had use of the hand he would find 
it easier to carry Han to Ben's shack; 
if the hand gave him any more trouble, 
though-- A sudden nightmare thought 
occurred, of him smashing his hand 
daily and it curing itself overnight. 


As if I didn't have enough prob- 
lems, he thought disgustedly, without 
a phantom, immortal hand haunting me. 
The worst of it was, who would believe 
him? He scarcely believed it himself; 
jt smacked too much of a cheap trideo- 
show. 


Struggling to his feet, he 
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oriented himself to direction. Bend- 
ing, he started to lift Han in his 
arms. The suddenness of the pain 
caught him by surprise and he fell to 
his knees in agony. Tears streaming 
down his face, he forced himself to 
his feet once more. Prepared this 
time, he touched Han gently. The pain 
rocked through him with such devas- 
tating strength he almost passed out. 


Luke smiled grimly. This compli- 
cated things. It would be difficult 
to transport Han, but he'd be damned 
4f he'd let that demon hand win this 
round. He'd get Han to Ben's or know 
the reason why. 


Slinging Han over his shoulder so 
he touched as little as possible of 
the other man, Luke struggled to his 
feet once more. The rocks and stones 
of the ravine shifted underfoot, and 
he fell to his knees. Gritting his 
teeth, he got up again, set out. 


The suns beat down steadily; it 
seemed as if they stayed continuously 
overhead, making of his day an eternal 
noon. Time melted into a senseless 
blur as he put one foot after another. 
Al] thoughts disappeared. He had only 
one goal: that he and his precious 
burden would arrive safely at Ben's. 


His body became a massive, throb- 
bing ache, the nerve-endings sand- 
papered raw and exposed to the suns' 
full fury. You can make it, Luke. If 
you leave Solo behind. On your own, 
you'll get to Ben's. Shaking his head 
wearily, he tried to dislodge the 
nagging voice of his darkest dreams. 
What do you owe him, Luke? You can't 
return his betrayal with loyalty. 
He'll laugh at you. She'll laugh at 
you. Leave him. Go on without him. 


Ignoring the voice as well as he 
was able, Luke stumbled on. After 
what seemed to be hours of agony, with 
the tendons of his legs feeling as 
though someone were hacking at them 
with a dull knife and his soles as 
though he had dipped his feet in 
molten lead, he staggered out of the 


ravine. 


Now the sand was blazing white 
and finely textured; loosely packed, 
it dragged him down with ever step. 
Luke missed his footing and fell to 
the ground. Grunting heavily, he sank 
under Han's weight and let his head 
loll forward. Leave him. Leave him 
behind and come to me. Join me. We 
shall rule as father and son. 

Come. . . Luke struggled to his feet, 
continued on. 


His throat was so parched he 
could not swallow, and sand gritted on 
his teeth and coated his tongue. 
Sharp-edged grains rasped his eyeballs 
and lids, and he cursed the sand- 
goggles as useless. With every step 
he sent more sand into the air and it 
drifted around him, fine particles 
that hung suspended in the air. Chok- 
ing, he breathed in the stuff and was 
forced to halt his progress, to cough 
and clear his lungs. 


Each leg weighed a ton, but by 
force of will Luke picked up first 
one, then the other. Pick it up, put 
it down. Pick it up, put it down. 

Up, down. Up, down. The rhythmic 
repetition obliterated that other 
voice, the voice that called to him so 


enticingly from the darkness. Up, 
down. Up, down. Up, down. 
A dune fronted him. Taking a 


tighter hold on Han, Luke gritted his 
teeth and ploughed forward, sending 
spumes of sand behind him. Halfway to 
the crest his spurt of energy burned 
itself out, and he came to a stop. 
Panting, he drew in lungfuls of sear- 
ingly hot sand and air. He swayed, 
and almost let Han fall to the ground. 
He shifted Han to a more comfortable 
position on his shoulder, then floun- 
dered on, slipping in the treacherous 
sand. 


Updownupdownupdownupdown. The 
hypnotic rhythm began once more. He 
trudged onward, ignoring everything 
except his feet. Right and left, 
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right and left, up and down, up and 
down. It was only when he realized he 
was no longer staggering uphill, but 
was now in danger of sliding down a 
steep incline, that he looked up. 

He'd crested the dune. Below him, 
almost buried under the drifting sands 
of two years, was Ben's hut. 


"What the--" His voice was 
cracked and was as dry as his throat. 
Excitement sent him slipping and slid- 
ing to the foot of the dune, and when 
Han slid from his shoulders he dragged 
him along rather than struggling to 
get him up into his arms once more. 
The front of the hut came into sight 
and Luke stopped short. Han slid out 
of his hold, and he did not even 
notice. 


Parked neatly in front of Ben's 
hut was the rented landspeeder, and 
Threepio and Artoo Detoo were tucked 
neatly into it. Frantically, Luke 
wondered if he were hallucinating, 
then remembered that Artoo had known 
he was going to Ben's and could have 
picked up Threepio when he brought 
Leia back to the Falcon. 


He stumbled forward. "Hey! Over 
here! Artoo, Threepio! Here!" His 
shout was pitifully weak, but the 
droids' aural sensors picked him up. 
Artoo bobbed up and down and Threepio 
scrambled out of the 'speeder in a 
fashion that, in a human, would have 
Suggested unseemly haste, and started 
toward him. 


"Master Luke?" The droid seemed 
doubtful of his identity, and Luke 
realized he must look the very picture 
of a wild desert rat: torn and filthy 
Clothing, hair matted and encrusted 
with dirt, face burnt from the sun. 


Losing his footing once more in 
the loose-packed sand, Luke stumbled 
and threw his hands out for support. 
Winded, he lay there a moment, head 
down. He shook himself, then rolled 
over on his back and levered himself 
into a sitting position. 


(e 


"Threepio, help me with Han. I 
can't--" 


But that's 
Captain Solo isn't with 


"Master Han? Oh, my. 
not possible. 
you, sir." 


"Threepio, what're you talking 
about? I suppose I just imagined 
carrying that damn Corellian across 
the damned Jundland Wastes?" 


"Sir?" Threepio joined Luke and 
looked around questioningly. 


Wildly, Luke gestured behind him. 
"There, that, over there. I suppose 
that's not Han Solo?" 





The protocol droid tilted his 
head to the right, and directed his 
gaze behind Luke. "Sir? You're not 
accompanied by anyone, sir. Are you 
all right, sir? Master Luke, sir?" 


Luke pulled his legs up under him 
and pushed to his feet. "Have your 
photo-receptors melted, Threepio? 
Han's right--" Luke turned. Shock 
Silenced him. The sands were barren, 
empty. Nothing moved in the oppres- 
Sive fury of the twin suns except 
himself and the two droids. "But 
he--"! 


Luke ran back to where he had 
dropped Han, but could not see the 
body. Frantically, he dug- in the 
sand. Nothing. 


Slowly, Luke sank down to sit on 
the sand. He stared at the faraway 
haze of the Dunes cliffs as he tried 
to piece together some sense from the 
events of the last day. A mirage? 
Then I didn't shoot Han? And: maybe 
Leia. . . He knew somehow, even with- 
out the need for words, that he could 
not use that for an excuse. He may. 
not have shot Han, but he had cer-. 
tainly intended to. Hatred and jeal- 
ousy, and the darknesses they bred, 
were still his enemy. Were still his 
to battle. 





Nodding briskly, he said, "If 
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Han's not here, he's still a pris- 
oner--somewhere. So what am I doing 
sitting here wasting time?" He | 
reached out. "Give me a hand, 
Threepio." | 


The droid looked down at his 
right hand, flexed the digits exper- 
imentally. He looked up at Luke. 
USir e" 


Luke's laughter was tinged with 
hysteria. Hearing it, he forced him- 
self to breathe deeply, to calm him- 
self. "Not literally, you lug. Just 
help me up. I'm bushed." 


Clattering over to Luke, Threepio 
held out both hands. Grabbing hold, 
Luke pulled himself to his feet. He 
dusted himself off, tried to decide 
what to do next. He still had to 
decipher the significance of the dis- 
appearing Corellian, but that it was 
Significant he had no doubt. And so I 
fail again, Yoda? He sighed. Some- 
how, he did not think killing your 
best friend was the kind of action 
encouraged by the Jedi masters. 
"Reckless is he," Yoda had said, 
warning him that he had to learn con- 
trol. Yet he'd been so cocksure, so 
arrogant in his belief in his own 
destiny. 


Some destiny. To kill your best 
friend--or his ghost. 


He gave himself a shake, both 
mentally and physically. He had to 
remember this always, but he must not 
let the image of Han's body paralyze 
him. 


"Wait for me in the landspeeder, 
Threepio, I have to check out Ben's 
hut. There may be something there 
that'll help us." | 


"Yes, Master Luke, sir." Three- 
pio inclined his head and trudged back 
to the ‘speeder. "My poor Master," he 
mumbled as he walked. "The sun must 


be sending him visions." 


Luke smiled wryly. Visions? Why 


not? That had a better ring than 
hallucinations. Visions were meant, 
could be sent by the Force, and were 
often used as teaching tools. Hallu- 
cinations, though-- Sighing, he shook 
his head and circled the hut. 


The sand storms of the past two 
years had fused the doors and windows 
shut, and there seemed no easy method 
of access. Squinting, Luke eyed the 
rooftop. If he remembered correctly, 
the skylight opened right above the 
commonroom area. 


Toward the back of the hut, a 
Storm had deposited silted dirt and 
heavy sand, forming a small hillock. 
Luke scrabbled up the slope, caught 
hold of the edge of the roof, and 
pulled himself up. The skylight was 
where he'd thought. Knocking out the 
tinted glass, he peered into the room. 
It was dark, and he could see nothing 
Clearly in the shadows. 


Rocking back on his heels, he 
paused consideringly. The hut had 
been sealed off completely; despite 
the darkness, he did not think any- 
thing living lurked down there in wait 
for him. So his hesitation accom- 
plished nothing. | 


Grabbing the edges of the open- 
ing, Luke swung through and dangled 
above the floor. Letting go, he 
dropped (twisting, 

turning, 
stretching 
across universes) into a viscous 
puddle with a loud splat. 


"What the--" He darted a glance 
around. Tree roots and creeper moss 
brushed his face, and something 
slithered past his left boot. 
Dressed-stone walls sloped upward to a 
dark-enshrouded ceiling. "I've got a 
bad feeling about this," Luke mut- 
tered. His hand went to his holster. 
Empty. Bitterly, he recalled the 
blaster lying on the Jundland desert. 


He sighed. "Looks like we do it 
your way, this time," he said to the 
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absent Yoda. He knew, in every fibre 
of his being, where he was. It was 
impossible, ridiculous--but it had 
happened. 


Luke plodded on through the 
clinging muck. Clambering over a 
large, half-submerged tree-root, he 
Stepped out into the center of the 
cave. His eyes were becoming used to 
the dimness, and at first glance the 
area seemed empty of everything save 
himself and the eternal snakes. The 
heavy breathing caught him by sur- 
prise, but was not unexpected. 


"I've been waiting for you, young 
one." The voice was as he remembered 
it. Deep, commanding, hypnotic. The 
voice of his nightmares. 


Luke smiled ruefully. "Yes, I 
guess you have." He gestured around 
the cave. "Isn't this a bit much? 
Why didn't you wait comfortably jin 
Ben's shack?" 


The Dark Lord ignored his com- 
ments. "Have you given thought to our 
last conversation?" He stepped from 
the shadows and Luke could see he 
carried his lightsabre, unlit, in his 
right hand. 


Fleetingly, Luke wondered if an 
hallucination could kill him. He held 
up his right hand. "I was too busy 
back then to pay attention to what was 
being said." Right. And I'm insane, 
standing here sassing the Lord Darth 
Vader. Somehow, Luke doubted the Dark 
Lord possessed a sense of humor. 


Transferring his sabre to his 
left hand, Vader held out his right, 
palm open. "Join me," he said. "Join 
me and we shall rule the galaxy as 
father and son. We shall be wor- 
shipped and adored, as in days of 
old." A shaft of light sprang up from 
Vader's palm and brightened the dim- 
ness. In the light appeared a golden 
king, a golden queen. 


Luke drew in his breath sharply. 
Idealized, but still recognizable, the 


tiny figures were he and Leia. Behind 
them, a brooding darkness to their 
golden glory, stood a simulacrum of 
Vader. As father and son. .. Would 
it be so very bad? With Leia at my 
side, I could control him. 

. . Couldn't I? 


Luke swayed on his feet. His 
right hand reached out to Vader, hov- 
ered over the bright images. Luke 
felt cold, weak. To rule. To bring 
peace, and justice. To restore order. 


- - -Order? 


Slowly, Luke drew back his hand. 
Yes, order. And order could not be 
restored if all who ruled were of the 
Dark. Instinctively, he knew that, 
knew that that was the mortal sin of 
which Vader and his Emperor could 
Stand accused: they had destroyed the 
natural order of Light and Dark, the 
order of Life and Death, ‘the order of 
the Force itself. 





And he would further rend the 
fabric of space and time if he 
listened to Vader's honeyed words. 


Luke stared longingly at the 
golden images of himself and Leia. If 
only. . . But it could not be. He'd 
wrestled too many times with his soul 
to deny it any longer. He was of the 
Dark, although, Force be willing, he 
had not--would not take the Dark Path. 
And Leia--fiery, brilliant, dedicated 
Leia. How could she, who faced life 
so strongly, be anything but of the 
Dark herself? He had felt the stir- 
rings of power within her, but had not 
recognized it until this moment. 

Leia, Princess Organa, Dark Lady's 
Heir. And Dark to Dark could never 
be. 





Luke squared his shoulders and 
lifted his gaze to Vader's masked 
face. "I gave you my answer on Bes- 
pin." 


There was an angry hiss from 
Vader. The golden dream figures 
Flicked out. "Do you know what you 
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refuse? You reject rule of the 


galaxy!" 


"What good's that if I fall to 
the Dark Path?" 


Vader strode forward, his cape 
Sliding over rocks and water-mired 
branches. Angrily, he brushed Luke's 
words aside. "Such morality is for 
peasants and drones, not for the Lords 
of the Sith." 


The conversation was becoming 
increasingly strange. Almost, Luke 
could believe he was still on Ta- 
tooine, hallucinating. "I was a drone 
and a peasant myself, until three 
years ago," he reminded Vader. 


The Dark Lord's hand clenched 
around his lightsabre and his words 
were clipped with anger. "You are 
blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh. 
The power of the Dark flows within 
you. Never would you be a peasant." 


Luke, remembering the laughter 
and the mockery that had greeted his 
dreams on Tatooine, shrugged. "Birth 
makes no never-you-mind on the Jund- 
land Wastes, Lord Vader. When your 
life's in danger every day, the impor- 
tant thing is what you do, not who 
your father is." 


"That's Obi-Wan talking," Vader 
Said, scorn dripping from his words. 
“Are you going to govern the rest of 
your life by the words of an old sor- 
ceror who did not even have the cour- 
age to tell you about me?" Like a 
conjurer, he produced another light- 
sabre, which he held out to Luke. 
"Join me. You are my son." 


The lightsabre glowed silver and 
gold. It was not the sabre Luke had 
lost on Bespin, was not Obi-Wan's 
weapon. For a brief moment Luke won- 
dered if it had been his mother's. He 
shivered, cold eee "Right. And 
what was Ben supposed to tell me? 

‘Oh, by the way, Luke, Darth Vader, 
the Alliance's worst enemy and the 
Emperor's personal attack dog, is your 


father'? Do you think I'd have 
listened to that?" 


"Do you deny your heritage?" 
Vader towered over Luke, the weight of 
his personality beating down on him. 


Ignoring the sabre so achingly 
close, Luke dropped his gaze to his 
right hand. The cyberunit felt so 
real, so alive. He looked up at Vader 
again. "Deny you? No, you are my 
father, in spirit if not in body." He 
Smiled bitterly. "You are the Dark 
Lord of the Sith, the Lord of Death 
and of the Outer Darkness, the Master 
of the Dance of Life." 


Vader dropped the second sabre 
in the mud. "You know all this, and 
still you deny me?" 


In the dimness, other times, 
other faces, danced before Luke's 
eyes. He rubbed his arms to warm 
himself. As in a dream, he said, 
have forgotten that responsibility 
must go with power, that without the 
Light there can be no Dark." He 
paused, wondering at his own elo- 
quence, then added softly, "And you 
have forgotten that without death, 
there is no growth." 


"You 


Humming like a swarm of angry 
insects, the red sabre burst into 
flame. "If it is death you seek, 
young Skywalker, you shall have it." 
A black-caped monolith of destruction, 
Vader strode forward. "I will defeat 
you as I did Obi-Wan. I will destroy 
every trace of you." 


Luke edged back until he felt the 
roughness of a large trunk behind him. 
"Obi-Wan is still alive," he said. "I 
have seen him--here." 


Almost, the Dark Lord hesitated. 
Then he said scornfully, "What you saw 
was a manifestation of the Force, 
nothing more. There shall be no re- 
turn for any of the Jedi until the 
Heirs of the Sith rise to claim their 
throne. And, other than you, and one 
other in my power, there are no Heirs. 
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I saw to that." 


Luke felt anger suddenly grow in 


him. "Old man, woman, child. Armed 
or unarmed. It doesn't matter to you, 
does it? If anyone, anything is in 


your way, you'll kill it." 


Vader's answer told Luke all he 
needed to know. "I will kill my only 
begotten son if he threatens my 
plans." 


Luke firmed his lips against 
horror. He could not let himself set 
loose his emotions. Vader would feed 
on them, would turn them. "Are your 
plans so important, that you defy the 
prophets? You know they foretold that 
the Destroyer would, in turn, be de- 
Stroyed when the Jedi flame is re- 
kindled." 


"The prophets did not see 
clearly," Vader said. His voice was 
calm, seemingly rational, and he held 
the burning lightsabre steady in his 
hands. "How could they, when they did 
not know me? I danced the Dance of 
Life, and all was revealed to me." 

His voice took on a strange sing-song 
quality and Luke wondered if he were 
‘Seeing' his vision again. "Death and 
war and destruction--and Palpatine's 
reign, overthrown at last. These are 
necessary, are vital if life is to be 
renewed in this galaxy." Vader raised 
his burning sabre, and its glow lit 
the small cave as brightly as though 
it were the red sun of destruction's 
dawn. "Life. I feel it, I have given 
it to the universe." He pointed the 
blazing tip of the sabre toward Luke. 
"Son, it is life. What matter a few 
deaths compared to this? That is the 
payment the fates demanded. Life will 
grow out of those deaths." Once more 
he held his hand out invitingly. 

"Join me and share with me this life." 








The persuasive voice spoke within 
Luke's mind, assaulting his defenses 
at their weakest point. Life. New 
life, new glory. And. Leia. .. To 
share my father's throne, to help him 
bring life out of death. . . Luke 


swayed toward the Dark Lord. 
MLITCS «ao 


The air shimmered in front of 
him, and he saw a blonde, blue-eyed 
young woman who glowed with such an 
inner radiance Luke was sure he could 
warm his hands at her brilliance. 

". . Mother?" The vision faded. 
Luke blinked and shivered once more, 
colder than ever. 


Tilting his head, he faced Vader 
defiantly. "And what of your Lady, my 
Lord Vader? Was she in the way of 
your plans?" 


"She opposed me, she and the 
other Sith. I could not let them stop 
me." The words were said coldly and 
nonemotionally, as though they re- 
vealed so basic a truth Vader did not 
need the strength of his feelings to 
convince Luke of them. Luke's anger 
grew, and he tried to control it. He 
would lose everything if he gave in to 
anger. He would lose, and Vader would 
gain. The Dark Lord's will beat 
against him once more. "Surely you 
can see, can feel how important this 
is? No one can be allowed to stop me. 
No one." He reached once more toward 
Luke. "Join me." 





Luke's rage burst free to burn 
the Dark Lord's words from his system. 
"You're a monster. If I share your 
blood it's my doom, and my sorrow." 


Vader bowed his head. "So be 
it," he said. Straightening, he 
raised the sabre, swung it in a fam- 
iliar arc. Luke evaded the blow, but 
could feel the heat from the sabre, so 
close did the attack come. 


The Dark Lord raised his arm to 
Swing his sabre again, and Luke ducked 
under. Vader roared displeasure and 
spun to follow. Retreating, Luke 
tripped over a root and fell backward. 
His flailing right hand struck some- 
thing cold, and solid, and hard. The 
other lightsabre. His hand tightened 
on the slender rod even as Vader 
loomed over him, crowding him, 


preventing him from rising. 


The sabre, Luke. Use the sabre. 
You must learn to use your anger and 
your hatred, to flow with those emo- 
tions and channe] their energies... 
The sabre, use the sabre. . . 


The sabre hilt fit his hand as 
though molded for it. It seemed warm, 
pulsing with energy. 


As in a dream, time seemed drawn 
to a nonexistent point. The moment 
stretched to forever as Vader raised 
his sabre for yet another blow, a 
killing blow, and Luke tightened his 
fingers on the sabre hilt. 


The sabre. Use the sabre. It is 
your destiny. To kill Vader and his 
Emperor. Your destiny, no one else's. 
Only your hatred can destroy them. 
Use it. 





The blood-red sabre lifted 
higher. Hatred and anger coursed 
headily through Luke's blood. He felt 
all-powerful, able to conquer the 
universe single-handedly. Hatred. 
Yes. It would conquer Vader, would 
conquer the Emperor, would conquer-- 
Exerting all his will, Luke thrust the 
Silver-and-gold sabre hilt away. 

"No," he cried despairingly. "Not 
anger, not hatred. I mustn't--" The 
red sabre descended in a killing blow. 


Adream. That's all this is. A 
dream. The sabre sliced through a 
tree branch and Luke heard the sizzle, 
smelled the burning vegetation. He 
flung his right hand out as though for 
protection. Once more time slowed to 
the point of agony. 


No! I do not see, do not smell 
that destruction. Vader is not here. 
Not! The blood-red sabre sliced 
through Luke's hand, and he screamed 
as waves of cold washed over him. The 
cold was of space, of time, of other 
planes and worlds. Closing his eyes 
against the incredible agony, Luke 
clutched his arm against chest and 
rolled over to lie face down ina 


Stagnant pool. 


Water in his lungs forced him to 
his Knees and he stayed there, weep- 
ing, a long time. When he looked up 
he was alone. 


* * 


Vader shivered. Almost, he could 
have sworn he felt a chill, dark wind 
pressing against him. but there were 
no winds aboard the Executor. He 
shivered once more. The nebulous 
clouds of hyperspace enveloped the 
Starcruiser, and in three days they 
would be at rendezvous. Would his son 
be there? And would he have with him 
the price of Solo's cooperation, the 
princess and the wookiee? 


Instinctively, Vader's hand went 
to his lightsabre. There had to be a 
way to call Solo back, back from wher- 
ever he was, else all his plans, all 
his schemes--all the deaths--would be 
in vain. He would get Solo yet, and 
control him, and he would keep Sky- 
walker and Kiara. And then we shall 
see such power-- 


eSine" 


Startled, Vader spun on Piett. 
"Yes, Admiral?" Why had he not heard 
the other's approach? Was he that 
disturbed, that his powers were in 
flux? 





"The Emperor, sir. He wants you 
to communicate with him. Immediately, 
Sika 


Vader tightened his mouth over a 
treasonous retort. Now was no time 
to lose the entire game through impa- 
tience. He strode from the bridge 
and took the quickest path to his 
quarters. Mounting the communication 
platform, he genuflected toward the 
far wall. There was the usual hum and 
dimming of the lights before the mon- 
Strous holo-image glowed in the dark- 
ness. 


"My Master," Vader said, bowing 
his head. 


"We have had--disturbing dreams, 
Darth." 


Startled, Vader lifted his head 
to stare at the image of the Emperor. 
"Dreams? But what has that to do with 
me, Master?" The old man was one of 
the greatest Force-users ever born, a 
Force Lord who had come into power 
outside the control of the Sith and 
the Jedi. Could his dreams reveal 
Vader's plans? 


"We have dreamt of the son of 
Skywalker--and of the Heirs to the 
Sith." 


Vader's mouth was suddenly dry. 
"Young Skywalker will be delivered to 
us within days, my Master. And I 
alone remain of the Sith. You know 
this to be so." 


"Do We, Darth? We did not see 
the bodies. We accepted your word for 
the deaths of the Sith and their 
Heirs, just as we accepted your word 
that no other Heirs have since been 
born." There was a faint, almost 
imperceptible pause. "And your word, 
Darth, is neither holding nor bind- 
Ing." 


Vader felt once again the cold 
touch of an impossible wind. He 
shivered. "The Sith and their Heirs 
are dead, Master. This I swear." He 
took a deep breath. "All are dead 
save the son of Skywalker, and I have 
already sworn that he shall join us or 
die." 


The hooded image shook its head 
gravely. "No, Darth. He shall join 
us, or you will die." Vader bowed. 
He shook with fear and anger, but 
contrived to hide it until the holo 
figure of the Emperor faded. Then he 
stood. Holding out his right hand, he 
Stared at it. Young Skywalker and 
Solo would come to him, they had to. 
He had not destroyed all that was 
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important to him, all he loved, to 
have the Emperor defeat him at last. 


He would be victor of this 
Struggle. He, and not Palpatine. 


Descending from the platform, 
Vader strode to the meditation pod. 
He seated himself. Even before the 
jaws of the pod closed fully, dimming 
out the outside world's distractions, 
he entered the inner world of medita- 
tion. 


Floating at one with the Force, 
he sought out young Skywalker. The 
younger man's presence glowed 
brightly, and Vader paused before 
sending his thoughts winging toward 
him. Where had he gained such 
Strength in the Force? The silver 
ties that bound him to Vader thrummed 
with power. 


For the first time, Vader won- 
dered if he would be able to control 
the pieces he had set in motion, but 
he dismissed the idea as paranoid. 
His soul, raven-feathered, arrowed 
toward Skywalker. 


son, come to me. It is your 
destiny. 
* * 


Chewbacca felt as baffled as 
Calrissian. "Princess," the black man 
was protesting, "what do you mean, 
‘Luke's not here anymore'? Damn it, 
we checked all departures for the past 
three days. He hasn't left Tatooine. 
Not by spaceship, at any rate." 





Leia's eyes flashed. 
she said. 


"Exactly," 


Calrissian shook his head as 
though he were afraid he had not heard 
right. He cut a quick glance to Chew- 
bacca. The wookiee, by now thoroughly 
confused, shrugged. *I do not under- 
Stand what she means, either,* he 
replied. He remembered the long, 
lonely vigils he had spent with her in 
the nights just past. *Princess,* he 
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turned to her, *do you speak of your 
dreams ?* 


She nodded. "But they're not 
dreams, Chewie, not really." Her brow 
furrowed as she tried to translate a 
transcendent experience into words. 

"IT was somewhere else, and part of the 
time I was a spectator, watching the 
tests someone else was taking, but 
knowing I was supposed to learn from 
his failures, and from his successes." 
Drawing a deep breath, she continued. 
"Other times I was going through the 
training process. Sometimes I'd suc- 
ceed, and my teachers were pleased, 
and sometimes I'd fail, and my failure 
endangered the entire universe." 


Calrissian eyed her suspiciously. 
"Uh, Princess, that's an awful lot of 
weight to attach to a couple of 
strange dreams." 


She nodded. "I know." She 
smiled ruefully. “If someone else was 
talking like this, I'd say it was 
overwork. Either that, or the worst 
case of megalomania since Darth Vader 
set himself in opposition to the Jedi 
council." She glanced from Calrissian 
to Chewbacca and back again. "I know 
you don't believe me, but remember, I 
knew where to find Luke when we fled 
Bespin." Her gaze turned inward. "I 
know where Luke and Han are, and it's 
not here." 


Chewbacca glanced at Calrissian. 
*The young one did tell us to use our 
own judgment,* he reminded the human. 
*If we leave now, we could explain 
that the princess--* 


"Yeah, but what if he's out there 
in the desert? Hurt? Or captured?" 


*How will we Know? The princess 
1s right when she says she once had 
Know ledge she should not have had. 
Might this not be a similar occasion?* 
Chewbacca bared his teeth in a mali- 
cious grin. *If I remember correctly, 
you did not want to believe her then, 
either.* 


Calrissian directed a quelling 
glare toward the wookiee. "All this 
mystic mumbo-jumbo upsets me. I like 
to deal with things that are straight- 
forward and measurable." 


*And you call yourself a gambler? 
No wonder you lost to Han so fre- 
quently.* 


Narrowing his eyes, Calrissian 
nodded. "Yeah, and I'm beginning to 
wonder just how much of that was luck, 
Chewie, and how much was a certain 
Corellian rearranging the odds." He 
frowned, then, and rubbed his hand 
across his face. “Look, I'll rent a 
landspeeder and make the trip out to 
Kenobi's hut. If there's no sign of 
Luke or Artoo, I'll come on back and 
we'll] take off." 


Leia opened her mouth as though 
to protest the delay. Before she 
could escalate the argument, Chewbacca 
nodded. *If that will relieve your 
mind, then go. We would not want you 
to depart Tatooine still thinking that 
young Skywalker was in need of help.* 


"Lando, can't you--" 


"No." He walked over to the 
princess. Taking her by the shoul- 
ders, he gave her a small shake. 

"Damn it, Leia, I ran away once, leav- 
ing awhole city to die. I can't run 
away now, not if it means leaving Luke 
to die." Releasing her, he walked to 
the window, stared out at the suns- 
baked streets of Mos Eisley. "I can't 
do anything to help Han, but damn it, 
I will not leave Luke." 


Leia and Chewbacca exchanged | 
thoughtful glances. Maybe, Chewbacca 
thought, each of them had been sent to 
Tatooine to find his own salvation. 
But if so-- Oh, Han, you are my sal- 
vation, mine and the princess's. Why, 
then, haven't we found you? 


Leia crossed to Calrissian. 
Touching him gently on the forearm, 
she said, "All right, Lando, go to 
Ben's hut. I'l] get you a map to show 
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the way. And while you're gone we'll 
make preparations to take off as soon 
as you get back." She started away, 
then turned back to him. “And take 
Threepio while you're at it. That 
droid's so worried about Artoo, he's 
useless to us." 

Calrissian agreed readily. "I'll 
stop off at the Falcon for him." 
Picking up his sandgoggles and his 
protective poncho, he strode to the 
door. He glanced at Leia and Chew- 
bacca. "Luck," he said, flashing them 
a brilliant smile and an ‘up-top' 
Signal. 


"luck," Leia echoed. She hesi- 
tated, then added softly, "The Force 
be with you." Almost, Chewbacca 
thought, she looked surprised at her 
choice of words. Lando nodded, winked 
at them, and was gone. 


Chewbacca looked after him. And 
if there isn't any sign of the young 
one, what then? Glancing up, he found 
the princess studying him closely. 
Wordlessly, he opened his arms to her. 
Han's lady, at least for the time 
being, would have a safe port for 
rest. 


* * 


The nepar winds, caught in 
flowering branches and tossed from 
budding tree to budding tree, were not 
so fierce in their run through the 
valley as they had once been. Spring 
had come to Kalisar, but only the 
battle to be fought here in three days 
would determine if this spring were 
real--or but a false hope. 


R'kharikhan Solastara, Bright 
Lord of the Sith, softly touched the 
trunk of the Tree of Life. The Tree 
glowed with a rich silver radiance. 
Life pulsed through every atom of the 
tree, and R'kharikhan sensed that 
throbbing, vibrant power. 


There was a step behind him. "I 
had hoped to spare the boy his pain." 


R'kharikhan did not have to turn 
around to know who had spoken. "You 
acted from a good heart, Obi-Wan, as 
did Yoda." He turned his golden eyes 
to the Jedi master. "But Luke's a man 
now, and must take up his heritage." 


"And if he falls, as his father 
did?" , 


Before R'kharikhan could answer, 
the small green figure of the Grand 
Master trundled over. "Hmm," said 
Yoda, "now he will not. Learned he 
has," he nodded to the Bright Lord, 
“from dreams you have sent, his 
strengths and his flaws." 


R'kharikhan smiled crookedly, and 
his eyes deepened almost to blue. 
"Hmm," he said, imitating Yoda, "lose 
him I could not." With an honest 
simplicity, R'kharikhan Solastara, 
Bright Lord of the Sith, added, "He's 
my friend." 


“Were we wrong, then, to keep the 
Dark away from the boy--away from 
Luke?" Obi-Wan wondered. 


Wrapped in thought, R'kharikhan 
walked away from the Tree, and Obi-Wan 
and Yoda walked with him. "Wrong? 

No, perhaps not. Perhaps he would 
have fallen to the Dark Path if he had 
not had the training first. Now he 
Can accept the Dark and can draw on 
its powers for the good." He glanced 
to his companions, and his eyes held a 
gleam of pride, of love. "We have our 
Heir to the Dark Lord's throne, 
Masters. He'll always be aware of the 
lure of the Dark Path, and will oppose 
it--while never denying his nature." 


He paused then, and lifted his 
head sunward. The light played over 
his sharp features, gilding them in 
the early morning's glow. "And we'll 
have our Heir to the Dark Lady's 
throne," he said. A glimmer of amuse- 
ment curled through his voice. "I 
don't think Darth will be pleased with 
the fruits of his sowing." 


* * 
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A coating of sand had turned 
Calrissian's hair the same golden 
Shade as his skin, and his eyes were 
red and watering from dust irritation. 
He slumped down in the overstuffed 
chair near the bed and rested his 
head. 


Chewbacca looked up from the 
trunk he was fastening. *Then you had 
no luck, gambler?* 


"None," the man replied wearily. 
"Threepio's sensors led us to Artoo-- 
at least Luke had the good sense to 
stick to the main trail, and Artoo had 
the luck to not get picked up by jawas 
this time around--and then we went on 
to Obi-Wan's shack. Both droids in- 
sisted their sensors told them Luke 
had been there and had entered the hut 
through the skylight, but--that's it." 


"That's it?" Leia's voice rose 
an octave on the question. "What do 
you mean, that's it?" 


Calrissian winced, and Chewbacca 
wondered if the sudden shriliness in 
the princess's voice hurt his ears, 
too. “Just what I said, Princess. 
That was it. The droids insisted Luke 
didn't come out again--and there was 
no sign of him inside the hut." 


*You checked?* 


Sitting up slowly, as though 
every movement hurt bone-deep, Cal- 
rissian glared at each of them. "No," 
he snarled. "I went out there on my 
own, worried sick about Luke, and 
didn't bother looking inside Ben's 
hut." Pushing himself up from the 
chair, he stalked over to the hotel- 
room window. "Of course I went in," 
he said in a more reasonable tone. "I 
dropped down through the skylight, 
same's Luke's supposed to have done." 


The princess was quick on the 
uptake. "Supposed to have done?" she 
questioned while Chewbacca was still 
pondering Calrissian's words. 


Calrissian ran his hand through 


his hair, and dust and sand danced in 
the air to settle on the floor. He 
nodded. "Yeah. There were signs he'd 
been on the roof and that he'd gone in 
through the skylight, just like the 
droids said, but--" He faced Leia and 
Chewbacca once more. Chewbacca drew 
in his breath. Calrissian had aged 
ten years. '"--but there was no sign 
of him in the hut. The dust down 
there had never been disturbed." His 
eyes, almost feverish in the light of 
the double suns, turned to Leia. "I 
guess it's up to you, now, Princess. 
Where's Luke?" 


"I know where he is," she said 
fiercely, “and where Han is, too." 
She spun to Chewbacca. "Is everything 
ready?" ; 


The wookiee nodded. Pointing to 
the trunks and bags on the floor, he 
said, *Everything is packed, little 
one. And I ran a spot check on the 
Falcon. We will have no mechanical 
difficulties this time.* He ignored 
Calrissian's derisive snort. 


Leia looked around the small, 
drab room. "I cleared us already with 
Port Control, so if we're set?" Her 
avid gaze swung to Chewbacca and then 
to Calrissian. The two males ex- 
changed wry glances. 


"Let's go, Princess," Calrissian 
Said. He waved Leia toward the door 
with a courtly gesture as Chewbacca 
hefted the huge old trunk recovered 
from Kenobi's hut onto his back. 
Wordlessly, they followed the princess 
in the blazing fury of the Tatooine 
high noon and headed for the port, 
where the droids were already waiting. 


Fleetingly, Chewbacca wondered 
what awaited them at the end of this 
trip. Han, my hawk, has your princess 
come into her own? And if she has, 
who woke those powers? Was it you, 
Han? Or Vader? He settled the trunk 
more securely across his shoulders, 
but found it not so easy to settle his 
thoughts. Am I right to let the prin- 
cess go on this search? Have I given 


176 


up my guardianship too readily? Will 
it be you there, waiting for us, Han? 
Or will Vader be there to trap us, to 
hold us ransom for your soul? 


He sighed then, feeling like a 
wookiee who was very outside of his 
depth. Leia glanced back at him. 
"Hurry, Chewie," she called, "we have 
to get there before it's too late." 


Wondering what they should not be 
too late for, Chewbacca sprinted for 
the Falcon as fast as he could under 
the suns' fury and the weight of the 
trunk. He had an uneasy feeling that, 
will-he, nill-he, he would have the 
answers to his questions all too soon. 


* * 


By imperceptible degrees the 
passageway out of the cave narrowed, 
in a way he did not remember from the 
last time, until he crawled on hands 
and Knees over submerged roots and 
creeper-vines and mud-slicked rock. 
In the dim light filtering in from an 
unknown source the walls glistened 
wetly. Almost, they seemed to pulse, 
as though to a heartbeat, and he was 
reminded of Leia's tale of the space 
Slug she and Han had only narrowly es- 
caped after fleeing Hoth. 


A swamp creature slithered over 
his right hand and he jerked it back 
quickly. He still could not believe 
the hand had not been severed again. 
But it was still whole, still intact 
after Vader's attack. 


Not, he reminded himself, that 
that meant a thing. He'd had a few 
too many examples of the hand's de- 
monic ‘powers' over the past few days. 
The silver-and-gold lightsabre he had 
recovered from the mud in the cave 
Slapped against his thigh as he 
crawled forward, and he smiled wryly. 
In a way, the hand was his greatest 
asset. It gave him something tangible 
to fight, something visible by which 
to mark the inroads of the Dark Path 
in his life. 


And didn't legend say the Dark 
Lords were always marked in some way? 
Marked by their pride to remind them 
of the dangers of the Dark? He falt- 
ered then, and almost stopped, wonder- 
ing where he had learned that. Obi- 
Wan had never told him, nor yet Yoda. 
The Jedi masters had been too busy. 
protecting him from everything he was, 
from everything he had to be. 


Finally, unable to recall the 
source of the knowledge, sure only 
that it was not Vader, Luke continued 
on through the passageway. 


By the time a brighter light 
glimmered at the end of the passage- 
way, Luke was inching through a space 
so tight he had to carry his light- 
sabre in his hand. A Luke-sized 
passageway for a Luke-sized person, he 
thought whimsically. If Vader made it 
this far, bet he had a Darth-sized 
passage. 


The passageway came to a sudden 
end, and Luke tumbled down a slight 
incline, coming to rest against a 
gnarled kassaba tree whose huge, fan- 
Shaped leaves waved gently back and 
forth. Panting from his exertions, 
Luke lay quietly a moment. His farm- 
trained eyes noted the cloud forma- 
tions building in the sky. Tatooine 
might have been dry, but moisture 
production had been a way of life for 
him. He recognized clouds. A storm 
was due, and due shortly. 


Idly, Luke wondered if he could 
find shelter before the storm broke. 
Yoda's house, maybe? He sat up 
Slowly; he suddenly realized he was 
receiving no sensory impressions from 
Yoda even though he should have been 
aware of the Jedi master's presence 
all along. He had advanced far enough 
in his mastery of the Force that all 
of nature glowed with an ethereal 
aura, and he could trace readily the 
lines of power that bound the universe 
together. | 


"You must feel the Force around 
you," Yoda had said. And he, 


unknowing, had thought he did. Now, 
when he could see, fully See for the 
first time, he knew how blind he had 
been. 


Closing his eyes, Luke recited 
his secret mantra. One by one the 
ties that bound him to the earth 
dropped away, and his soul, silver- 
feathered in the sun, soared free. 
Back and forth across Dagobah he flew, 
exulting in his freedom. He saw no 
Signs of Yoda's presence on any plane; 
ne did, however, recognize the silver 
bond that linked him to Vader. Al- 
most, he toyed with the idea of sever- 
ing it, but something held him back. 
All too soon it might be important 
that his tie to Vader be intact. 


Another silver line glinted from 
the dark presence that was Vader. 
Cautiously, Luke tried to determine 
who the other was who was tied so 
closely to the Dark Lord. It was no 
one he knew, yet it seemed strangely 
familiar. Overtones of Han, of Leia, 
even of his mother sang along the 
Silver thread. Luke considered fol- 
lowing the thread to its source, then 
drew back. All in good time, he 
thought, and the time is not yet ripe 
for that. Meanwhile, he found no 
evidence of sentient life on Dagobah. 


The silver-bird looped back and 
settled into Luke once more. Opening 
his eyes, he stood stiffly. He had to 
think this through calmly, as a Jedi 
would. He was alone on a deserted 
world and had no way to get back to-- 
He hesitated. Could Tatooine be 
classified as 'civilization'? 


A strangely familiar/unfamiliar 
voice sounded in his head. No. Not 
Tatooine. Go to Kalisar. It's time. 
You're needed. It was not Vader's 
voice. 


Needed, hm? And does Mr. Know- 
it-all have any idea how I'm gonna get 
off this mudhole? There was the sen- 


sation of golden, brimming laughter, 


and the voice came to him again: Use 
the Force, Luke. 
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Dusting himself off angrily, Luke 
headed toward the lake he had crashed 
his X-wing into when he first landed 
on this planet. He grinned as the 
memory surfaced. He should not have 
crashed--but Dagobah sure has a habit 
of being where it's not supposed to 
be! 


As for ‘using the Force'--what 
else had he been doing? He could 
always discorporate, the way Ben had, 
but somehow, he did not think sacri- 
ficing this body so soon after Jlearn- 
ing to control it was what the Voice 
had in mind. 'Use the Force,' hmm? 


Water glimmered green and golden 
through the shifting screen of leaves 
just ahead of him, and Luke knew he 
had reached the lake. He paused be- 
fore pushing through the last cover. 
If he were to use the Force, to truly 
use it, to have it under his control 
at last-- 7 





Standing still as stone, Luke 
Closed his eyes. Carefully, he drew a 
mental picture of his X-wing as it had 
once been: half-submerged, nose and 
one wing poking out of the lake. 

There was a quivering along the silver 
threads that wove the universe to- 
gether, and Luke was startled into 
almost opening his eyes when he Saw 
more threads emerge from his inmost 
core, dance in the air before him, 
then unravel toward the lake. 


Tension built within him to an 
unbearable pitch; it was as though he 
were ‘threading the needle' through 
Beggar's Canyon, or running the trench 
on the Death Star--yet more intense, 
more powerful, more magical. His skin 
felt aflame, his blood flowed fire. 


His emotions crescendoed, and 
there was a sudden, almost audible 
click as reality readjusted itself to 
his specifications. Feeling drained, 
exhausted, and infant-weak, Luke stag- 
gered to the tree in front of him and 
pushed through the curtain of leaves. 


He leaned back against the 


gnarled trunk of the tree and was lost 
in wonderment. It's there--it's 
really there. Sinking to the ground, 
he sat cross-legged as he contemplated 
the means of his escape. With knowing 
eyes, he studied the markings and the 
cross-hatchings on the wing and fus- 
elage of the X-wing. Every nick, 
every’ dent, every scratch was fam- 
iliar. If it wasn't the ship he'd 
left on Bespin it was damn-all an 
exact match. 


The ship shifted its position and 
air bubbles rose to the placid surface 
of the lake. Luke climbed to his feet 
and trudged slowly to the waterline. 
Smart alec, you couldn't bring the 
ship in on land? You have to be smart 
and submerge the damn thing? 


Closing his eyes once more, 
holding out his hand, Luke wove the 
threads of reality about the X-wing. 
"Size matters not," his master had 
told him. He had not known how to 
Listen, had not known how to See. No 
wonder he had failed. 


The lines of Force created a 
dancing pattern about the fighting- 
craft until it was surrounded by a 
cocoon of scintillating light. Then, 
in obedience to Luke's will, the ship 
lifted into the air. 


Cautiously, still afraid to trust 
that outer reality would correspond to 
his inner vision, Luke opened his 
eyes. The X-wing hovered several 
meters above the lake's surface: 
water and creepers dripped from it, 
mud encrusted its windshield and in- 
strumentation panel, and Luke was 
Sure he sensed the thoughts of a dis- 
gruntled snake in the fuel compart- 
ment. The ship was the most beautiful 
thing he had ever seen. 


He landed it gently, then raced 
over to it. Excitedly, he ran his 
hands along the hull. The ship was 
real. I still don't quite believe 
this, Yoda, he sent his thoughts wing- 
ing through the Force, but this time 
there was no try, only do. 


Almost, he thought he heard a 
throaty chuckle. Hmmm. And that is 
why you do not fail. Hmmm. 


Luke clambered aboard the X-wing, 
threw several toggles to test the 
engine. Next stop, Kalisar! 


* * 


Within the bole of the Tree of 
Life, the Bright Lord stirred from his 
meditation. His eyes opened. Here, 
in the cool, dark womb of the Tree, 
they glinted greenly. The Bright Lord 
smiled. | | 


The stage was set. Three trajec- 
tories now aimed toward a single 
planet in space and time. The three 
people who held the fate of the worlds 
in their hands now headed toward a 
Single destination: Luke, Leia, and 
Darth Vader--and through Vader, his 
Imperial master--were bringing past 
and future to war on the present. 
There was nothing to do now but to 
wait, wait for the three life-lines 
plotted on the graph of Life to meet. 


As they would. Here, on Kalisar. 


The Bright Lord closed his eyes, 
reentered the deep trance state: 
Darth, come. We wait. 


* * 


Vader had been expecting the 
panicked call from sickbay; when it 
finally came, reaching him on the 
bridge, relief, more than anything 
else, was his only emotion. So. Mat- 
ters come to a head, do they? And on 
Kalisar? 


"Lord Vader?" The med-tech on 
the vidscreen--probably the lowest 
ranking in the department, by his age 
and markings--ran a finger inside his 
collar. He was sweating profusely. 


"Vas?" Vader's hand hovered over 
the off button of the communications 
set. 


The tech took a deep breath and 
swallowed heavily; Vader realized the 
young crewman was wondering why he was 
still alive. "Sir, I did make the 
situation clear to you, didn't I[? 

Your special patient? The Corellian? 
Sir, the body's disappeared." 


Vader toyed with the idea of 
executing the entire medical staff for 
incompetence--it was so obviously 
expected of him--but dismissed the 
notion. The staff could not have 
guarded against Solo's disappearance, 
and he had never believed in 
indiscriminate executions. 


"T heard you, recruit. Tell your 
supervisor I want that sickbay area 
closed; all staff members are to re- 
port to the Medical Officer for re- 
assignment. That is all." 


The look of relief on the re- 
cruit's face was blindingly brilliant. 
Vader smiled grimly. Such pathetic 
eagerness to please would soon be 
beaten out of the young crewman if 
he long remained in his Imperial Ma- 
jesty's Starfleet. 


Snapping off the vidscreen, Vader 
considered the information he had just 
received. He had passed beyond emo- 
tion and was conscious only of a 
slight feeling of expectancy, as 
though an event he had prepared for 
all his life were suddenly coming to 
be. What was Han Solo? The Emperor 
had dreamt of the Bright Heir of the 
Sith. Could the Corellian. . .? 

Vader dismissed the idea almost imme- 
diately. He had sent the Bright Heir 
off with his most trusted counselor-- 
ostensibly for ‘protection’ in the 
time of the Purges, but in reality to 
be slain--and had received back proof 
of the child's death. He'd never 
doubted that his man had killed 
R'khar-ikhan Solastara. He would not 
begin to doubt now. 


Solo's not the Bright Lord, so 
nothing he does can harm me. Almost 
indifferently, Vader considered his 
son, who would soon join him, and the 
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princess, who would be with him. Solo 
meant nothing in the greater scheme of 
things. Not when I have the cost of 
his honor so safely in control. 


Vader flipped another toggle on 
the comm-set. "Helm!" 


There was a flurry of static on 
the screen, then a thin, eager face 
appeared. "Sir?" 


"How long to ETA?" 


The helmsman checked a dial out 
of view of the screen. "Three hours, 
Sire 


Vader nodded and clicked off the 
screen. He had waited long for this 
victory. He could wait another three 
hours. He would savor the wait all 
the more realizing there was nothing 
Solo, or Kenobi, or anyone else could 
do to stop him. 


Without his volition, his hand 
reached out to depress one of the 
levers on the security panel. Almost 
immediately, the now deserted sickbay 
filled the vidscreen, the empty bacta 
tank most obvious. 


The awed fear he had not let 
himself feel surfaced, but he thrust 
ijt down. He was the Lord Darth Vader, 
the Dark Lord of the Sith. Who was 
there to defy him? 


Darth, come, we wait. 


* * 


Only once on the long voyage did 
the Falcon's engines sputter, and when 
the final Jump was made Chewbacca 
allowed himself to relax. Despite his 
proud words to Leia and Calrissian, 
and his last minute tuneup of the 
engineering systems, he'd not been 
sure the ship would make the trip. 

She was, after all, quite old. 


With practiced ease, Chewbacca's 
massive paws danced over the control 
board. Calrissian matched his every 


move with a speed only Han could best. 
Chewbacca gave the human a comp read- 

out and Calrissian spun to face Leia, 

who was seated at the navigation sta- 

tion. "ETA in three hours, Princess." 
Yanking off the earjack, he thrust it 

on the console. "I hope you Know what 
you're doing." 


Leia did not answer immediately, 
and Chewbacca and Calrissian exchanged 
glances. The princess had grown in- 
creasingly quiet during the trip. 


*Princess, what do you expect to 
find there?* Chewbacca studied the 
data on the heads-up display. Ship's 
instrumentation showed their destina- 
tion to be an ordinary planet revolv- 
ing around an ordinary sun in an or- 
dinary star system. There was no 
reason this ‘ordinary world' should 
not be on the star charts. Such in- 
consistencies worried him. 


Leia adjusted the navicomputer, 
then glanced at the wookiee. "Han 
will be there," she said calmly. "And 
Luke." Her face hardened, taking on a 
metallic cast. "And Vader. Most 
certainly Vader." 


"Va-Vader?" Calrissian's voice 
was dangerously near a squeak. He 
swallowed, obviously trying to gain 
control of his emotions, then said, 
"We're heading for an uncharted 
planet, not even knowing if Han and 
Luke are there, facing maybe the en- 
tire gods-be-damned Second Fleet, and 
all we'll have is one slightly-the- 
worse-for-the-wear modified freighter 
as back-up?" 





Chewbacca growled half-heartedly 
at the almost-insult to the Falcon, 
and Calrissian ignored him. Leia 
smiled. "Don't worry," she said, "the 
Falcon will be all right. Vader's 
after more than us." 


Chewbacca howled with laughter at 
the expression of mingled despair and 
disgust that crossed Calrissian's 
face, but quickly sobered. For the 
first time, he understood how Leia 


could forgive the ex-administrator: 
Calrissian, when all was said and 
done, had no knowledge of Han's very 
special destiny; and yet, because of a 
friendship once casually offered to a 
young spacer, he had lost his bid for 
respectability and might still come to 
lose his life. 


*Lando,* Chewbacca said gently, 
*destiny is out of our hands.* 


A flashing glance told Chewbacca 
that the black man understood his 
change in status, then Lando turned 
back to the princess. 


"Look, Princess, we haven't de- 
tected any activity on that dustball, 
not yet, at any rate. Now, I don't 
mind bypassing Vader--" Lando put his 
hand to his throat and swallowed re- 
Flexively-- "but what makes you so 
sure Han and Luke will be there?" 


Staring out into the glowing, 
opalescent clouds of hyperspace, Leia 
cocked her head in a listening posi- 
tion. She seemed suddenly distant, 
and removed from them. Chewbacca felt 
a sliver of fear enter his heart. She 
was sO young, so unprepared for the 
burden she would have to bear. 


It was scarcely time for a heart- 
beat before her eyes focused on the 
here-and-near once more. "They'll be 
there, Lando," she said, “all of 
them." 


Lando swung back to the console. 
"Right," he muttered under his breath. 
"The whole damn Second Fleet--and us." 
He stabbed at one of the control tog- 
gles. "And a princess who's mixing 
magic and politics." 


Leia leaned over to tap him on 
the shoulder. "Lando, Vader is still 
far, far away from us. I am right 
here." She paused a moment, letting 
him consider the meaning behind her 
Statement, then added, "Do you think 
we can finish this trip in peace?" 


Chewbacca exchanged a sympathetic 


glance with Lando. The wookiee 
shrugged. "You're the boss, Your 
Worshipfulness," Lando said. He 
pulled back on the joy stick and the 
Falcon surged forward. Leia ignored 
the reference to Han. Considering the 
state of her temper, Chewbacca found 
her forbearance ominous. 


*If it's been a short life, at 
least it's been an interesting one,* 
the wookiee said. 


The look Lando threw him did not 
bear close examination. "That's all 
right for you to say, Chewie. You're 
two hundred." He snorted derisively. 
"I'd like to be forty--or even thirty- 
seven--but between the princess and 
your captain--" He shrugged. "--my 
chances are disappearing rapidly." 





The wookiee nodded sympathetic- 
ally. All their chances were disap- 
pearing, and if Han weren't on Leia's 
planet. . . Han? Where are you? We 
need you. 


Almost, he could swear he felt a 
familiar, gentle hand ruffle the fur 
on his head, and for a brief second it 
seemed he heard a faint echo of golden 
laughter. Han? There was no answer, 
but somehow, he did not feel so lonely 
or lost anymore. 


* * 


Luke had never felt like this 
before: expectant, shivery, with a 
tense, nervous apprehension as though 
everything good in the worlds--and 
bad--were about to happen to him. 


In a sudden flash of clarity he 
knew he could run away, could run back 
to Tatooine or to rendezvous with the 
Alliance fleet; he could pretend noth- 
ing had happened. No one would run 
after him, no one would twist his arm, 
no one would make him feel guilty for 
trying to evade his destiny. He could 
still be plain, ordinary Luke Sky- 
walker. He would still be a hero of 
the rebellion--he would still be an 
Alliance commander--he would still be 


hopelessly in love with Leia Organa. 


Luke's hand hovered over the 
control console of the X-wing. No one 
would blame him if he didn't go on to 
Kalisar. No one. 


Except himself. 


He would not be able to live with 
himself if he abandoned Han and Leia, 
Ben and Yoda, Lando and Chewbacca to 
whatever it was that waited on Kali- 
sar. He would never be able to Tive 
with himself if he refused to face his 
father for the last time. 


Luke pulled back on the joystick 
and the X-wing leaped forward, through 
the swirling clouds of hyperspace. 
Han? Leia? Wait for me? 


* | * 


R'kharikhan Solastara, Bright 
Lord of the Sith, raised his. face to 
the sky. A smile, cruel yet tender, 
played across his face. "It's time," 
he said to his companion. "Our play- 
ers are in place for the final game." 


Obi-Wan bowed to the young Sith 
Lord. Wordlessly gathering his silver 
rod of office, he started out across 
the valley of the Place of Calling. 
Behind him walked R'kharikhan, re- 
splendent in the gold and white re- 
galia of the Bright Lord, his golden- 
brown locks confined by a thin fillet. 


As they marched to the center of 
the Valley, row upon row of the Jedi 
whom R'kharikhan had Called shimmered 
into being, until finally, when they 
reached the stones of Carroch and the 
Tree of Life, the full Jedi Court was 
in session. 


R'kharikhan stepped proudly onto 
the Bright Lord's Stone and turned to 
face outward from the Tree. His eyes 
glinted gold. 


Obi-Wan walked forward until he 
was standing beneath the Tree. Facing 
outward, he pounded on the ground 
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three times with his silver staff. 

Silence filled the valley. Even 
the ever-present winds died down, 
obedient to Obi-Wan's command. Lift- 
ing his staff, Obi-Wan turned slowly 
around, bringing blessings of the 
Force to all that congregation. 
"Y'cha sesta musta, Y‘'cha sesta 
giliath." 


The answering paean rang out from 
the encircling rows of Jedi. "Y'cha 
sesta giliath, Y'cha sesta musta- 
phara." 


Obi-Wan thrust his rod into the 
ground and folded his hands across his 
chest. "And so it came to pass," he 
said, "in the days of Jedi greatness, 
that the power of the Sith came down 
undiminished to Melisande of the clan 
of the Skywalker, to Darth Vader, to 
Elianara Utherein and to Serevis 
Solastara. Bright Lady, Dark Lord, 
Dark Lady, Bright Lord. Their skills 
grew apace and they, though young, 
were among the greatest of the Chil- 
dren of the Sith." 


Obi-Wan stooped then, and gouged 
a handful of dark, rich earth from the 
ground. "But there had been one born 
to an old Jedi family who, though 
strong in the Force, stronger even 
than the Sith, was found wanting in 
honor, in wisdom, in compassion. And 
it was determined that the sacred lore 
be kept from this one, lest he become 
too easily swayed and tempted to the 
Dark Path." Standing, Obi-Wan let the 
loose dirt dribble through his 
fingers. 


"But the precautions of the Jedi 
were to no avail. Alone, this adept 
learned to use the Force, and it was 
as had been foreseen. His way was the 
way of the Dark Path. And used he 
then those Dark powers to make of 
himself a demi-god, and one whom the 
people called Emperor." 


Obi-Wan paused in his story, and 
his face was pale with remembered 
grief and defeat. Taking a deep 


my house was twofold. 


breath, he continued: 
Of vfs shied 
and kin was this Force-Lord, of my | 
tutelage was the Sith Lord he led 
astray." Obi-Wan. pulled his staff out 
of the ground. Swinging it up then © 
down in one graceful motion, he broke 
it over his knee.. "Mine, then, the 
blame for the destruction of the Jedi, 
the slaughter of the Sith." 
away the bits of the rod. 


R'kharikhan spoke then, and his 
voice reached all that gathered mul- 
titude. "Obi-Wan Kenobi, Jedi master, 
do you pledge your hope of eternal 
life in the Force to redeem the inno- 
cent wrongs you have done to the 
fabric of space and time?" 


Obi-Wan bowed his head. 
pledge.® 


"I so 


"And will you aid us now as we 
try to restore the order of the 
galaxy?" 


"T will." 


R'kharikhan indicated the first 
row of the assembled Court. A vacant 
space was waiting. "Welcome, Jedi." 
A smile tugged at his lips and laugh- 
ter glinted in his eyes. As Obi-Wan 
passed him to assume his place among 
the ranks of Jedi, the Bright Lord 
whispered, 
now, Old Man? The fool or the neo 
who follows him?" 


Before ‘Obi-Wan could waite i 


sound, as of distant thunder, tore the 
-R'kharikhan raised his” 


cloudless sky.. . 
head. Tilting his head to one side, 
_ he seemed to listen to an inner. voice. 


A golden smile lit his face, and his — 


exultant voice cried out, "Honored _ 
Jedi, the Dark Lady of the tL ap-— 
pooacneet | 


Leia recognized the flat grey 


landscape of a training dream. "Hey, 
guys," she protested, "tomorrow's 


"The sorrow. of .. 


He tossed 


"And who's the more foolish. 


~ graduation. 


You promised me a day - 
off." eae i, 


Instead of Obi- Wan. or Yoda, ato 


- was a very familiar, very loved voice 


that answered. "Hey, Your Worship, 
would I miss something like that?" | 


"Han?" Leia spun. The Corell- 
jan, dressed in the spacer's outfit 
he'd worn into carbon-freeze, was 
about five meters away, arms folded 
across his chest. He smiled widely, 
and at sight of that crooked grin she 
flew to his arms. Their kiss was 
fierce, gentle, bitter-sweet with the 
knowledge of the test that still faced 
them, the test that might yet separate 
them forever. 


They separated, and Han cupped 
Leia's face. "I'm sorry the training 
had to be like this, Leia, but once 
Vader had captured me we had to set 
everything in motion." His eyes dark- 
ened. "Forgive me?" 


Leia reached up and soothed away 
a line of worry on Han's forehead with 
one finger. "For what, Han? For 
showing me what I'm capable of? For 
releasing me from a state where I was 
half-blind, half-deaf, half-dead--and 
didn't know it?" 

Han smiled at her. "I love you." 

"I know," she said, a smile. in. 

her eyes. 


His iaugnter: the laughter she'd 


“been afraid she'd never hear again, 
“rang brightly through the grey. land- 


~ scape. 


He hugged her close, then. 


- waved expansively at the distant hori- 


zon... 
selves, Leia. 


"We have this time for our- 
Shall I give you Alde- 
raan?" A heartbreakingly familiar | 
landscape wavered, started to form — 
into reality. Leia put one finger to 
Han's lips, shook her head. . "Alderaan 
is gone, Han. I can let it go now. 


. Let's explore our. wy not our : 
past." 
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Proudly, R'kharikhan smiled down 
on his lady. He drew her into his 
arms once more, and their kiss was a 
promise of tomorrow. 


* * 


Chewbacca and Lando laid in an 
intricate program on their control 
boards. The Falcon bucked as she 
fought friction, gravity, inertia, and 
the atmosphere. Her hull temperature 
rose, and Chewbacca knew the thunder 
of her passing would herald her arri- 
val to anyone below. 


Han? Are you here, Han? There 
was no answer, just a sense of peace 
and comfort. Chewbacca turned to the 
princess. *Qur instruments are not 
functioning properly. Will you be 
able to guide us to the proper loca- 
tion?* 


She nodded. "Keep on this 
course, Chewie. Lando, begin de- 
celeration and landing procedures." 


Keeping his eyes on his instru- 
ment panel, Lando said, "Princess, I 
hope you Know what you're doing. 
Landing blind on an uncharted planet's 
not my idea of fun." 


Chewbacca bared his teeth ina 
huge wookiee grin. *It is still an 
interesting life, Lando.* 


"Death, you mean," Lando muttered 
as he flipped another toggle. 


"Mark 34/89z." Leia ignored 
Lando's complaint. 


Chewbacca glanced over at her. 
She looked joyous, glowing--like a 
bride to her wedding. 


*Princess? Have you--* 


She nodded. "Yes, Chewie, I've 
been in touch with Han." 


"I don't want to hear this," 
Lando said grimly. He glanced out the 
canopy window. The sky above them was 


clear. "“Uh--have you been in touch 
with Vader, too?" 


"He'll be here." 


The ex-administrator shook his 
head. "And the Falcon'l] bea 
grounded target. Han's not gonna like 
that, Princess." 





"You worry about landing the 
ship," Leia said calmly. "I'll worry 
about everything else." 


Lando threw Chewbacca a disgusted 
glance. "You know something," he said 
to the wookiee, "Han and the princess 
deserve one another." 


The wookiee grinned. *Yes, they 
do,* he agreed. *And in more ways 
than you know.* 


The next few minutes were too 
filled with orders and maneuvers to 
allow conversation. When it was over 
and they had safely landed, Chewbacca 
grinned once more at Lando. *Now do 
you admit the Force is with the little 
one?* 


Lando looked shaken and he was 
drenched with sweat. He did not meet 
Chewbacca's eyes directly as he said, 
"What Force? She had two damn-fine 
pilots at the controls." 


They unbuckled their seatbelts 
and headed for the lock; on the way 
they picked up the droids, who had 
ridden out the trip in the commonroom. 
Lowering the ramp, Leia strode down 
first. Chewbacca, Lando, and the 
droids followed after. A tall, fam- 
iliar figure waited at the foot of the 
ramp. 


"Han!" Leia threw herself into 
her lover's arms. Chewbacca, sensi- 
tive to the ebb and flow of the Force, 
felt the thrumming of power that 
surged around and between the couple 
as they kissed. 


He started to join Han and Leia 
when he felt a pull on his fur. He 


turned to Lando. The ex-administrator 
gestured toward Han, who was dressed 
in what Chewbacca recognized as the 
robes of the Bright Lord of the Sith. 
"Un, Chewie, that's a pirate?" 


Patiently, knowing that Lando, 
whose life had been so affected by the 
Bright Lord's actions, deserved an 
explanation, the wookiee told the his- 
tory of the Sith, told of Han's role 
in the history of the Jedi, told of 
his own role as guardian to the future 
Bright Lord and of the droids' roles 
as agents to the royal court of Alde- 
raan--knowing agents entrusted with 
the secret of the Bright Lord and 
chosen by Yoda to protect the future 
Dark Lady. 


Lando eyed Chewbacca and the 
droids suspiciously. "Right. Han 
Solo, my ol' friend the smuggler, jis 
the Bright Lord of the Sith?" The 
wookiee nodded, started to answer. 
Lando held up a hand and Chewbacca 
subsided. One look at Lando's face 
kept both droids silent. "And Han 
knew this all along? Knew someday 
he'd face Vader and the Emperor?" 


Chewbacca shook his head. 
Since Obi-Wan's death.* 


*Only 


"But he knew when he came to 
Bespin?" 


Chewbacca nodded. Lando clamped 
his mouth shut. Spinning on his heel, 
he stalked down the ramp. Chewbacca 
ran after him, the droids clattering 
behind him. Catching hold of the 
human, Chewbacca swung him around. 
*What is it, Lando? Why are you so 
angry ?* 


"Why--" In his evident fury, 
Lando sputtered his words out. "Chew- 
bacca, I've been used. Used and set 
up. That--that Sith played on my good 
nature. He knew I had no choice, and 
did he care? He did not. The two of 
them, Vader and Solo. They play at 
war and my city loses." The human 
pulled out of Chewbacca's grasp. 
"Well, Sith or no Sith, I'm gonna 
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punch him out." 


"Lando," Han said with a humorous 
gleam in his eyes, "would you believe 
me if I said I was the Bright Lord?" 


Lando, obviously loath to listen, 
glared at him. "That's beside the 
point. You knew who you were and you 
endangered all of us, including the 
princess, to hide your secret." 





Leia stepped in front of Han. 
"That's not true. I always knew about 
Han." 


Even Chewbacca was startled. 
*You knew our secret, Princess?* 


"Well, not the same way you did, 
or the droids. But I always knew 
there was more to him than money." 

She smiled. "I couldn't love him if 
he was the arrogant mercenary he tried 
to be." 


"Oh dear, oh dear." Threepio, 
almost forgotten, clattered up to 
them. "I did not tell, Master Han, 
not even when we thought the Hut had 
you and was going to sell you back to 
Vader." Threepio gave an almost human 
Shrug and added, "I couldn't tell 
because Artoo never let me." 


"Everyone knew but me?" Lando 
snarled in disgust. "You must have 
had fun laughing about that." 


Han's eyes darkened with pain. 
"Lando, it wasn't like that. You were 
essential. You knew me and could 
vouch for me to Vader. He never 
thought of me as a danger, not until 
it was too late. He'll come here to 
meet us, not Knowing the full powers 
ranged against him, because you con- 
vinced him I'm a Corellian spacer you 
once befriended. A bit ‘lucky' per- 
haps--but that accounted for the Force 
potential he sensed in me." 

"Couldn't you trust me?" Honest 
pain underlay Lando's words. 


"I trusted you, Lando. I 


couldn't trust Darth not to question 
you." The Bright Lord put both hands 
on his friend's shoulders. "For your 
sake, you had to be innocent." 


*Lando, no one outside of the 
Bright Lord's court has ever been told 
the truth, believe me.* 


Lando's glance, still hurt and 
Suspicious, went from Han to Leia to 
Chewbacca and the droids. "Is there 
anything else I haven't been told?" 


Han looked abashed. "Well, no- 
body's brought it up yet, but--" 


Lando stiffened. "But what," he 
Said, glaring at Han. "Solo, if this 
1s another of your tricks--" 





Han shook his head. "No trick, 
Lando, just the luck of the draw. I 
don't know if we'll be strong enough 
to defeat Vader without a Bright 
Lady." 


Lando, momentarily speechless, 
Stared at Han. At last he said, "You 
mean you brought me here to face Darth 
Vader, the Dark Lord of the Sith, and 
you're not even playing with a full 
deck?" 


“Well--yes," Han said. His grin 
was rueful as he directed the droids 
to protect the ship. Then, Leia at 
his side, he started off toward the 
distant valley of the Jedi. "Coming?" 
he asked Chewbacca and Lando. He 
ignored Lando's glare. "We've got 
dragons to hunt." 


x * 


The air above the Stone to the 
right of the Bright Lord shimmered. 
There was a murmur from the assembled 
Jedi. Leia, wearing the wine-red and 
gold robes of the Dark Lady, appeared. 
A gold chain encircled her neck and 
her long, thick hair was gathered in a 
Single braid. 


Gold and ruby Force patterns 
danced around her. "I, Leia Organa, 
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of the house of Alderaan, of my own 
free will and knowledge, do seek now 
to join the ranks of Jedi as Dark Lady 
of the Sith. I certify that I have 
received the necessary training and 
testing from the Grand Master Yoda and 
from his pupil, the Master Obi-Wan 
Kenobi." 


From the front ranks of the Jedi 
a female warrior, lithe and tawny and 
dressed in deep red robes, stepped 
forward. "In life I was Elianara 
Utherein, Dark Lady of the Sith. I 
pass on my titles and my responsibili- 
ties to Leia Organa of Alderaan, most 
dearly beloved of my son." 


Leia bowed. "I accept this 
honor, Lady. I swear always my fealty 
to the Jedi and to the Sith." She 
turned then to R'kharikhan. Holding 
her head high she traced a pattern on 
the air between them. "I swear also 
my pledge to R'kharikhan Solastara, 
Bright Lord of the Sith. As it was in 
the Beginning Time, as it is now and 
ever more shall be, so do I, Dark 
Lady, swear my troth to thee." 


The red and gold patterns she 
spun on the crystal air swirled around 
the Bright Lord's head.  R'kharikhan 
held out a hand to Leia. "And I, 
R'kharikhan Solastara, known to men as 
Han Solo, do pledge myself to Leia 
Organa, Dark Lady of the Sith. As it 
was in the Beginning Time, as it is 
now and ever more shall be, so I, 
Bright Lord, swear my troth to thee." 


He gestured in front of him, and 
a Cloud of white and gold buds fell 
about Leia, starring her hair and 
Shoulders. 


Two more claps of thunder sounded 
Simultaneously. R'kharikhan and Leia 
lifted their faces to the sun, then 
faced the Jedi. "Prepare to receive 
the Dark Lord of the Sith and the Dark 
Lord's Heir," R'kharikhan said. 


* * 


Luke brought the small X-wing to 


a smooth, clean halt, then grinned. 
He'd begun to wonder, after Dagobah, 
if Jedi planets brought out the worst 
in his piloting. Or worse, if they 
chose that particular way to show 
their rejection of him. He flexed his 
fingers thoughtfully. Good to know I 
still have my skills, though. 


Shutting down engine functions, 
Luke undogged the toggles to the 
ship's canopy, then sat on the rim of 
the ship and looked around. A late 
spring had arrived here; patches of 
new growth interrupted the drab brown- 
ness of bare earth in scattered sec- 
tions. 


Han? Wondering why he called for 
Han, Luke sent out a questing thought. 


Luke! The response was imme- 
djate, and almost overwhelming in 
Strength and power. Come to us, join 
us. 


Us? Luke asked, pointedly look- 
ing around at the lonely world on 
which he'd landed. He built the image 
of the late-blooming land in his mind, 
sent it back to Han. No one's here, 
Han. Who's ‘us'? 


There's too much to tell you 
while you're so far away. Come to us, 
we'll tell you everything. 


Feeling a chill pass through him, 
Luke looked skyward. Nothing was 
visible to the naked eye, but by 
‘Looking,’ Luke spotted several star- 
destroyers snapping out of hyperspace. 
The flagship was so large it seemed 
like a floating city. Luke felt 
Vader's hunger seeking him. Building 
a barrier against the Dark Lord, Luke 
sent a tendril of warning toward Han. 


Vader. .. 


Han's response was warm. I know. 


We've been expecting him. 


Luke was puzzled. 


But how--when 
it was me he followed. 
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No, Luke. I called you both. 
Now come to us, join us. 


Luke glanced around once more. A 
soft breeze had sprung up and stirred 
the pale green grass. The wind flowed 
north, and Luke's senses told him that 
was the direction he wanted to go. 


He leaped down from the wing of 
the ship. Han, did I ever tell you 
what a bastard you are? And a nuis- 
ance? He sensed Han's laughter. 


* x 


The custom-designed TIE-fighter 
tumbled planetward. Landing, Vader 
killed the motor. Flinging back the 
hatchcover, he poked his head through 
and looked around carefully. He could 
not believe the fools had let him land 
this easily. He could have taken them 
from space had he wanted, but this 
close--There'l] be no contest at all. 





Flipping his cloak over one arn, 
he jumped down from the TIE. He 
sneered as he looked around at the 
desolate, Force-starved world he had 
been led to. Why was I worried, he 
wondered. The Jedi I sensed when I 
landed will die, under my sword, and I 
will use Kiara, and Solo, and my son 
to gain the galaxy. 


| The scent of chryasams and lila- 
roses wafted toward him on a sudden 
breeze. Vader froze. She had favored 
that scent. Silver laughter sounded 
and Vader spun, seeking someone he 
knew he would not see. Despite his 
knowledge, he called her: Melisande? 
Wife? 


The unhoped-for reply twined 
around his thoughts. Darth, our son 
awaits us. Shall we join him? 


Blind eyes sought desperately to 
'See.' No one was there. We? 
Even through his armor, Vader 
felt the caress. We. I'll be there, 
Darth, at the appointed place. I 
await you, my husband. 


Vader wondered if the chill he 
felt was fear. Firmly, he brushed it 
aside. No matter how strong Solo and 
young Skywalkwer were, without Kiara 
and a Dark Lady they could not prevail 
against him. 


* * 


There was a faint shimmer above 
the Stone to the left of the Bright 
Lord. The blonde woman wore the blue 
and silver gown of the Bright Lady of 
the Sith, and the moon and stars of 
the Jedi order glistened at her 
throat. The sun shone through her and 
she cast no shadow. 


She bowed to Leia, to R'khar- 
ikhan, and to the serried ranks of 
gathered-in adepts, then faced the 
Tree of Life. “I, Melisande, she who 
in life was known as the Skywalker, 
beg of the Force the right to serve as 
Bright Lady during the coming trial. 
There is no Heir for my title and I am 
needed to complete the Square of 
Power." 


She paused; pain washed across 
her face. "They who approach for 
trial are kith and kin, my husband and 
my son, and I claim my right to pass 
judgment on these, my own." 


The Force patterns that danced 
around her were sapphire and silver; 
they were softer than Leia's patterns, 
and gentler, and they dissolved slowly 
into a fine mist. 


The Tree of Life quivered as 
though from a wind, then was stil]. 
Melisande and R'kharikhan exchanged 
startled glances. "My Lord?" 


He shook his head. "We miscal- 
culated. If the Tree of Life will not 
accept you, although you have been 
Called for the coming trial, there 
must be an Heir to the Bright Lady's 
throne already." 


Melisande frowned. "But where--" 


R'kharikhan looked skyward. 


"Vader," he said. "Vader must have 
located her, and must have her. We 
may not be able to defeat him." He 
glanced to the top of the hill where 
Chewbacca and Lando watched the scene 
unfolding in front of them. His grin 
was crooked, and very human. "Lando 
was right," the Bright Lord said, 
“we're not playing with a full deck." 


* * 


With every step, Luke recognized 
more landmarks. He'd never been here 
before, yet somehow, this world was 
familiar. His destination, he knew, 
was just over that ridge, in the val- 
ley that lay beyond. He started up 
the slight incline, then faltered and 
almost tripped. 


In the space of one step to the 
next he was garbed in black and silver 
robes. Warily, Luke fondled the 
Silver-and-gold sabre that still hung 
from his belt. The Dark Lord's robes? 
Is that what this is all about? He 
paused, then asked himself, And if 
Vader will not 'share' the honor? 


He will have no choice, said a 
dispassionately calm voice inside his 
head. The voice projected an aura of 
age and wisdom. 


Who--? 


The unknown one did not satisfy 
Luke's curiosity. Passing over the 
young man's questions, the stranger 
continued, Trial has been Called by 
the Bright Lord. You are needed. 


The presence dissolved, and Luke 
was alone with his thoughts. Contin- 
uing up the rise, he shook his head in 
mock exasperation. Right, he thought 
ironically, I'm half-trained, liable 
to go off half-cocked at any moment, 
and I reek of my father's arrogance. 
And they need me. He wondered at the 
vagaries of fate. Somehow, even 
dressed for the part, he still felt 
like Luke, and not like anyone even 
remotely qualified to be a Sith Lord. 


{@ 


He crested the rise. The valley 
below glowed with power. Luke traced 
the luminous threads that flowed from 
one being to another, and he was over- 
whelmed by their numbers. Had so many 
escaped the Purges? Sending his mind 
questing along the lines of Force, 
Luke was welcomed, enfolded, and 
gathered in by the adepts in the 
valley. And as he came to know each 
Jedi, Luke understood the truth. 


Most of the beings in the valley 
had, indeed, been caught in the Purge. 
At one with the Force at the times of 
their deaths, they had flowed within 
that golden energy field, part of the 
Light, until Called by the Bright Lord 
to take part in the coming trial. 


Eight paths led through the 
valley. Luke's path was straight and 
direct, but even as he entered it he 
sensed a dark presence on one of the 
paths to his left. "Vader," Luke 
whispered, wondering if this were the 
confrontation for which his life had 
been directed, if it were for this the 
mighty hosts were gathered. 


Luke thought wistfully of the 
naive farmboy who had dreamed of a 
princess to light his way, of the 
youngster who had worshipped a space- 
pilot father. But it was too late for 
such regrets, had been too late since 
he first followed Ben Kenobi to Alde- 
raan. “I want to be a Jedi knight," 
he had said, "like my father." Han 
would have laughed and said, "Be care- 
ful what you wish for, kid, you may 
get it." And he had. 


Coming through the valley from 
opposing directions, Luke and Vader 
reached the center at different times. 
Luke arrived first. Again, though he 
had never been here before, the scene 
seemed hauntingly familiar. Four 
Stones were arranged equidistant 
around a tree bearing the yellow-green 
colors of new-growth. Three of the 
stones were occupied, and Luke recog- 
nized Han and Leia immediately despite 
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their garb. 


Again the dream-memories took 
over, and Luke knew where he was and 
what he must do. Smiling, he brought 
his sabre out and ignited it. He 
Saluted Han, saluted Leia. Then he 
turned to the second woman, who was 
dressed in the blue and silver robes 
of the Bright Lady. "My Lady," he 
offered his salute. She nodded to 
him, and Luke fought with his memory. 
Her face looked so familiar, he could 
almost-- 


A sudden chill alerted him to the 
danger. Looking beyond the Bright 
Lady, he spotted Vader across the 
empty expanse. Vader's attention 
seemed focused on the Bright Lady. 

His startled, "Melisande?" told Luke 
who she was. 


The woman--My mother, Luke 
thought in wonder, realizing why her 
face seemed so strangely familiar-- 
faced Vader. "Darth," she said, hold- 
ing her hands out to the Dark Lord, 
"join us." A blue and silver flower 
glowed in her right palm. 


Vader stood so still even his 
breathing halted. Luke felt his own 
breathing slow in response, and real- 
1zed he was still bound in the Force 
to the Dark Lord. Luke felt a sudden 
excitement fill him. Could he use 
that tie, prevent the battle which was 
still to come? Surely if Vader were 
Shown the evil of his actions, he 
would repent, and could be received 
back into the Force as one of the 
Children of the Sith? 


Luke sent an eager thought wing- 
ing toward Vader. Father? There was 
no response. The Dark Lord had but- 
tressed his inner defenses. It was 
like battering against a duralum wall. 
Sobered, wary of the next move Vader 
would take, Luke withdrew behind his 
own defenses. 


"Darth," Melisande said gently, 
once more offering her hand and its 
Floral burden to Vader, "it is not too 


late." 


Vader shook his head. "You are 
dead, Melisande. I killed you." He 
gestured toward Han. "He may have 
called you back, but there is nothing 
you can do to me without a channel." 
Vader swung around to face the ranks 
of Jedi Chosen. "There is nothing any 
of you can do to me," he said. 


His supreme arrogance called to 
Luke. Almost, Luke admired Vader, who 
knew what he wanted and went after it, 
with never any apologies for his 
actions. 


Han faced Vader. "You forget the 
Sith, Lord Vader. You will be judged 
by your peers." 


Vader brushed past Melisande, 
Knocking the flower to the ground and 
trampling it. He halted ten paces 
from the Bright Lord. "Solo?" His 
voice was questioning, almost as 
though he doubted his senses. His 
head turned to Leia. "And the Prin- 
cess Organa?" A small chuckle escaped 
him. "I misjudged you both." He spun 
back to Han. "I underestimated you, 
Corellian. I will not do so again." 


Han smiled. "No, I don't think 
you will. But don't underestimate the 
other members of the Square, either." 


Vader's helmeted head seemed to 
look at Melisande, at Leia, at Luke. 
Luke felt a probing presence in his 
mind, but was confident that his 
Shield protected any information the 
other should not have learned. 


Vader gestured to his left, and 
it was as though a wall suddenly 
sprang up between the Sith and the 
Jedi. "I will not, Solo. But I ad- 
vise you the same." 


Before Vader could open hostil- 
ities, Luke stepped forward. The 
ancient words of trial and ritual were 
Clear to him, as though he had trained 
for this moment all his life. "Darth, 


of the house of Vader, he who once was 


chosen by the Force to rule and to 
obey as Dark Lord, Know then that 
challenge is called. It is here de- 
clared that you have committed crimes 
and atrocities against your fellow 
beings, against your fellow Jedi, and 
against the Force itself." Luke faced 
the other Sith. "My Lord, my Ladies, 
how vote you?" 


"Guilty as charged, and may the 
Force receive his soul." Han's voice 
rang out full and clear within the 
confines of the Forcescreen Vader had 
erected. 


"Guilty," Leia Organa stated, 
"and for lost Alderaan, may the Force 
forgive him as I do." 


The Bright Lady smiled at Luke 
sorrowfully, and he felt a gentle 
presence within his mind. "Guilty," 
She said, "and for our deaths do we, 
the Children of the Sith, forgive 
him." 


The Bright Lord clapped his hands 
and the Forcescreen dissipated. Luke 
sensed his father's sudden, watchful 
knowledge of danger. "Darth," Han 
Said almost tenderly, "you are found 
guilty by this tribunal of your peers 
for crimes against the Sith, the Jedi, 
and the Force, as well as against all 
your fellow beings. You, more than 
anyone, know the excesses you have 
pursued in the name of power. 

Repent." 


Vader stood stiffly before the 
Bright Lord. "Fool," he snarled, 
“should I give up my vision because 
you ask?" His helmet turned almost 
imperceptibly toward Melisande. "I 
have given up too much that was mine, 
too much that I loved." 


Luke understood the nature of 
pride at last. The Dark Lord knew 
full well that he had sinned, but in 
order to justify the price he had paid 
for his power, he would stand behind 
every one of his sacrifices. 


Luke squared his shoulders and 


stepped forward once more. "Know 
then, Sith and Jedi, that I stand 
before you as Heir to the Dark Lord. 
I claim my right." 


Han raised both hands and gold 
and white patterns in the Force danced 
around Luke's head. "So be it," the 
Bright Lord said. 


Leia echoed Han's words and ac- 
tions, and the red and gold patterns 
of her power flowed out to him. 


Melisande made a small pass in 
the air, and now silver and blue Force 
patterns danced around Luke's head. 
"Luke, of the house of Vader and Sky- 
walker, your right to be Dark Lord is 
acknowledged by all who stand here. 
You have been tested by Obi-Wan 
Kenobi, by Yoda, and by R'kharikhan 
Solastara, and have been found worthy 
of your role. Welcome, Sith." 


"Welcome, Sith," said Leia and 
Han. 


"Welcome, Sith," echoed the 
gathered Jedi. 


Patterns of Force-light spun 
around Luke. Tentatively, he sent out 
and wove his own pattern into the 
design. The silver and jet lines he 
fashioned added strength and balance 
to the tracery until it was stronger 
than each of the four individual mem- 
bers of the Square of Power. Luke 
laughed exultantly, and his spirit and 
the spirits of the other three soared 
free. 


"No." Their flight was stopped 
by an alien presence. It was dark, 
evil. Luke recognized Vader. "I am 
Dark Lord of the Sith," Vader said. 
"I do not acknowledge the right of 
this court to set another in my 
place." Vader sent his inner Force- 
power, raven-feathered, against the 
Unity that had been formed. Luke felt 
his father's spirit tear through him 
as though with beak and talons. "Nor 
do I acknowledge the right of Meli- 
sande of the clan of Skywalker to 
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serve the Unity as Bright Lady." His 
laughter was exultant. Once again 
Luke sensed that second silver tie 
binding another to the Dark Lord; Luke 
felt drawn to trace that silver link 
to its source, but, with battle-lines 


already drawn, was unable to. 


The Unity dissolved, reformed 
into an iridescent bird formed of 
Light, a bird that swooped to meet the 
raven. Before the two birds could 
clash in a head-on battle, the raven 
disappeared. Through the eyes of the 
Silver bird, the four members of the 
Unity looked for Vader. His next 
appearance was sudden, swift: a 
carval-cat, mouth agape to display 
meters-long incisors, sprang upon the 
Silver bird. 


The bird soared away to reform as 
a vulfkor. Vader's next transforma- 
tion was immediate. A rhyacorn, head 
lowered so sharply pointed horn aimed 
directly for the vulfkor, charged the 
Smaller beast. 


Luke felt Unity dissolve and 
Fight to reintegrate. Melisande was 
unable to function as the fourth mem- 
ber of the Square--somewhere was the 
right Bright Lady, and Vader's con- 
fidence was now explained. 


"No," Luke shouted. "This gets 
us nowhere." Sensing that, as long as 
they lacked true Unity they would be 
unable to withstand Vader, he pulled 
away from the other members of the 
Square, fled to another place. It was 
bare, cold, deserted. Panting, Luke 
stood under the merciless stars. 

There had to be another way, there 
had to be... 


"Son 7 uw 


Luke spun. Vader had followed 
him. The Dark Lord stood alone, a 
Single moon silvering the black robes 
he wore. Almost, Luke could imagine 
what he must have looked like so many 


years ago when he was the young Dark 


Lord of the Sith. 


"Join me, Luke. You don't belong 
with them. They're weaklings. They 
want you for your strength, for the 
power you control." 





Luke stared at Vader. "If you 
try to tell me you have my future on 
your mind, that you're doing this 
because you're thinking of me, I won't 
believe you." He shook his head. 

"And I won't believe you if you tell 
me you're doing this out of fatherly 
love." 


A thread of humor laced through 
Vader's voice. “How can I love you?" 
he asked. "Love needs time to grow. 
I don't even know you." 

Luke smiled ruefully. "At least 
you're honest." 


"T have never been other than 
honest with you." 


"Don't talk about the others, 
then. You want me for my ‘'power,' 


too." 


"Of course." 
"Do you fault me?" 


Vader shrugged. 


"For your honesty?" Luke shook 
his head. "No, not for that. But for 
the things you've done in your search 
for power, yes, that I do blame you 
for. Dark Lord or no, you've no right 
to end a life before its time." 


_ Vader made an angry, defensive 
gesture. "I am the Lord of Death. 
Who has a better right?" 


Luke stared at his father. 
"We'll never see eye to eye. Why do 
you want me at your side?" 


"The prophecy," Vader said. He 
cupped his hands. A silvery light 
filled his bowled hands, and Luke saw 
an image of himself, dressed in the 
Dark Lord's robes, standing over the 
Emperor's body. Vader dusted his 
hands together and the image was 
shattered. 


Luke stared at the space where 
the images had been. "That vision may 
be needed to restore order to the 
galaxy, but I can't join you, even for 
that." 


belt. 
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Vader's breathing deepened. "You 


refuse?" 


Desperately, Luke said, "If | 
join you we'll destroy whatever bal- 
ance still remains in the universe. 
Surely you can See that?" Even as he 
Said it, Luke realized that Vader did 
not, could not See true any longer. 
Too long had he followed the Dark 
Path. Now his Sight and his Force- 
senses were warped and dominated by 
the Outer Darkness. 


"If you do not join me, young 
one, you will die. I cannot leave you 
alive to attack my back when I make my 
stand against the Emperor." Vader 
began to advance on Luke. 


"And the others? Han and Leia?" 
Luke backed away from his father. He 
wondered if he could gain enough time 
for the others to regroup, and to 
strike back at Vader. 


"They must die," Vader said in 
reasonable tones. "Solo's parents 
meant more to me than anyone but my 
wife, and Obi-Wan. I had no hesita- 
tion in cutting them down when they 
opposed my plans; why should I hesi- 
tate to kill their whelp?" Vader 
Shrugged. "As for the Princess Or- 
gana--it may be interesting to see 
what would happen if a Dark Lord mates 
with a Dark Lady. It's never been 
done, you know. The 01d Ones always 
said the power-surge would destroy our 
own universe and all those lying close 
to it. As for those the Bright Lord 
has Called, they are no threat to me. 
They have no power over living beings, 
and once I have slain the Bright Lord 
they will return to the Force." 


Vader unhooked the sabre from his 
"Enough. Join me, Luke. Or 


die." The blood-red sabre sprang into 


life. Luke stared at the flaming tip 
of the sabre. His right hand itched. 
Resolutely, he clenched his fist, held 
his hand stiffly at his side. 


"I will not fight you," he said 
grimly. 


Vader paused, studied him sil- 
ently. Luke felt a faint tickle in 
his mind, as though someone were 
trying to determine why he was acting 
as he was. "I have no nobility, Luke. 
Nobility is unnecessary. I will kill 
you if you are unarmed, as readily as 
I will kill you if you are armed." 
Hefting the sabre, Vader strode for- 
ward once more. "The choice is yours. 
One way or the other, you will die." 


Anger, fear, hatred, the need for 
revenge: the emotions welled up 
within Luke. He fought to control 
them, knowing that if he gave in to 
his father he could never call his 
soul his own. "Then I die. But I 
will not join you. Not when it would 
cause so much destruction and evil." 


Vader closed the distance between 
them in three angry strides. Raising 
the lightsabre above his head, he 
snarled, "I would have shared a galaxy 
with you, would have named you Heir. 
Now I will be your executioner." The 
lightsabre began its downward swing. 


As it had in the training cave on 
Dagobah, time suddenly stretched to 
infinity. Even as the sabre de- 
scended, Luke thrust his right arm 
upward to block Vader. Simultane- 
ously, he arrowed his inner conscious- 
ness toward the Dark Lord. As he 
struck, Vader's defenses shattered 
like crystal. Luke entered his 
father's mind. 


A looming blackness was there: 
cold, barren, empty, overwhelmingly 
hungry for life. Luke, weaving a 
buckler and shield from the Force, 
kept the blackness at bay as it lapped 
about him, and a thousand curling 
tongues of emptiness drank of his 
strength. 
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From the blackness, from all 
directions, came Vader's voice once 
more. “Luke, join me. We can still 
defeat the Emperor, can still restore 
the right order to the galaxy." Even 
as Vader spoke, Luke felt a thrumming 
pull along the silver Force-line that 
still bound him to Vader. 


Luke tossed the silver-bird of 
his Force-consciousness aloft once 
more. Almost immediately, the silver- 
bird located the silver bonds that 
tied him to Vader. Almost simul- 
taneously, the bird also located the 
second silver line which Luke had no- 
ticed twice before. The time is now. 
Obeying the whisper in his mind, Luke 
sent the silver-bird along the silver 
tie, seeking the other who was so 
bound to Vader. 


The bird burst through into a 
large, airy room. A young girl, shiny 
black hair flowing to her waist, sat 
at an old-fashioned loom on a raised 
platform at the far end of the room. 
The silver-bird landed on the floor 
and transformed to human form. Glanc- 
ing around, Luke saw through his 
Force-form's eyes that the room was 
Force-barred. 


The girl, aware of his presence, 
rose from the loom and stepped from 
the dais. Her eyes, almost as black 
as her hair, widened. "Who..." 


Luke grinned; he knew what to say 
in this situation. "I'm Luke Sky- 
walker," he said. "I'm here to rescue 
you." 


As though unsure she was really 
seeing him--and, indeed, Luke knew he 
was with her through the Force, not in 
reality--the girl extended her hand to 
him, palm outward. Luke met her ges- 
ture, palm to palm. The Force flowed 
between them, and blue and silver 
patterns melded with jet and silver. 
"My Lady." There was no question in 
Luke's mind. She was the Bright 
Lady--his Bright Lady. 


"My Lord." Her words were an 
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acknowledgment and aclaim. "I am 


Kiara." 


"No!" Vader's protest sounded 
like thunder, and Luke felt himself 
pulled away from the girl. Quickly, 
he formed a sword from the shining 
thread of Force manipulation; with his 
Force-sword he severed the ties that 
bound Kiara to Vader, then attacked 
the bond between him and his father. 


Vader had forged his tie well. 
With difficulty, strand by strand, 
Luke cut the bond; as each strand fell 
away, he felt steadily weakened. As 
he cut the last strand, Kiara wavered 
and disappeared, and Luke was once 
again surrounded by a hungry black- 
ness. 


"Fool," Vader said. "You ex- 
pended your strength for nothing. I 
will destroy you and recapture the 
Bright Lady before your corpse is 
cold." 


"No." Desperately, Luke reached 
out with all his being, reached for 
the Light. "There is no try, only 
do," he reminded himself. "And I be- 
lieve." 


A faint glimmer, enough for him 
to reform a shield, appeared. The 
Light brightened, and Luke was aware 
of Han and Leia, and of Kiara. He 
channeled their energies as they threw 
themselves across the barriers of 
space and time to enter battle. Luke 
sensed surprise from Han and Leia when 
it was Kiara's strength, rather than 
Melisande's, that joined them. He 
grinned. Time enough for introduc- 
tions later--if there were a later. 

He drew into his hands the strands of 
the Force now floating about him. Red 
and blue, black and white, silver and 
gold: the strands melded, meshed, 
strengthened one another. 





Forging a spear from the Force, 
he aimed the weapon at the heart of 
the darkness. Swiftly, he dove after 
the spear, the other members of the 
Unity followed him. The core of 
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Vader's being was a jet-black crystal 
which shattered at the spear's impact. 


Luke tumbled through into a dark 
cavern. Coldly glistening in the non- 
light were the threads of an intricate 
spider-web. Trapped at the center of 
the web, thoroughly cocooned, was an 
image of Vader. It was unhelmeted, 
and its face was unscarred. Its lips 
were drawn back in a grimace of pain. 


Crouching over the web, spinning 
more glowing thread, was a monstrous 
spider. Without being told, Luke knew 
that the creature was an image of the 
Dark Emperor. 


Drawing his lightsabre, Luke ad- 
vanced on the monster. The giant 
spider towered above him. Its jaws 
Snapped dangerously close to his head, 
its poison-tipped fangs raked his 
Side. Luke stumbled and fell. The 
spider scuttled back to the image of 
Vader and emptied its deadly poison 
into the Dark Lord's veins. The 
Vader-image writhed in such agony its 
bones could be heard snapping. 


"NO-00-000!" The scream tore 
aside the darkness. With a flutter of 
dark wings, Vader's raven soul swooped 
into the secret cave. "I served you. 
I served you well. Why did you--" 


"Did you think I did not know of 
your treason?" the Emperor-spider 
asked. "Early or late, you were 
scheduled to die. It was only a 
matter of how soon your usefulness 
ended." The spider turned its head 
and Luke was aware of faceted, light- 
Swallowing eyes that seemed to See him 
through and through. "I was aware of 
your offer to your son, Vader. 'As 
father and son, we shall rule the 
galaxy." The eyes blinked once, 
Slowly, then the spider-Emperor con- 
tinued, "And I was aware of your 
guardianship over the Bright Lady. 
Have you ever been true to an oath in 
your life, Darth? The Jedi, Obi-Wan, 
your wife, your friends, and now your 
son and your Emperor. Is no oath 
sacred to you?" 


A shudder of renewed pain shook 
through the Vader still trapped in the 
web, and the soul-raven shivered as 
though feeling every agony. Luke 
could stand no more. Leaping across 
the cavern, he swung his lightsabre, 
and slashed through the blackly gleam- 
ing strands of webbing that entrapped 
Vader. 


As the sabre sliced through the 
web the spider shrieked. Luke had 
barely enough time to free Vader from 
his cocoon before the monster at- 
tacked. The young man almost faltered 
under the ferocity of the attack. 
Slavering jaws, slashing fangs, claw- 
tipped legs moved with lightning speed 
over and under Luke's guard. 


The spider wove more webbing from 
the depths of itself, and threw the 
sticky substance at Luke. Luke leaped 
forward, somersaulted over the spider, 
and avoided the web. The spider- 
Emperor hesitated a moment, clearly 
unsure of whether to attack Luke or 
Vader. 


In that moment Luke felt Unity 
once more forming within him; beyond 
that, he felt the strength of the Jedi 
Chosen who had been Called back by the 
Bright Lord. Even as Luke felt the 
others stir within him, Vader's soul- 
raven soared to the now-freed Vader- 
image, nudged it, and, as it shuddered 
in pain once more, melted into it. 


seemingly strengthened, the 
Vader-image staggered to its feet. 
"You've killed me," it said, stumbling 
forward. "You've killed me." The 
Vader-image attacked the spider- 
Emperor with its bare hands. The 
Spider lashed out with five of its 
legs and tried to pull Vader off. 
Vader grabbed hold of the shaggy fur 
on the spider's breast and hung on. 
Heaving mightily, the spider next 
tried to shake Vader loose, but could 
not. 


Vader inserted both hands into 
the spider's mouth and pried it open. 
Closing his eyes, Luke could See the 


jet-encrusted lines that tied Vader to 
the Emperor-spider; they extended from 
the spider-image back to the real 
Emperor. With the full force of the 
Jedi behind him, Luke reforged a wea- 
pon of Light from the Unity within 
him. He heaved the glowing spear into 
tne spider's open mouth. 


The beast howled in fury. Buck- 
ing and shaking its head in a vain 
attempt to dislodge the spear, it 
knocked the Vader-image to the ground 
and trampled it. The spider's move- 
ments embedded the spear deeper in its 
body. Gathering the Sith and the Jedi 
around himself, Luke drew on their 
power to form a silver-feathered gyr- 
falcon. The bird leaped into the air, 
Swooped once over the writhing spider, 
then followed the lines of Force to 
the Emperor's physical reality. 


The silver gyr dove for the Em- 
peror's eyes and throat. Slashing and 
stabbing, the bird drove the Dark One 
to his knees. Pawing frantically at 
the blood streaming from face and 
neck, the Emperor could not prevent 
the gyr from attacking once more and 
driving beak and talon into his heart. 


As the Emperor died, the universe 
exploded around Luke. Pain filled 
him, and the multi-planes on which he 
had been fighting the battle against 
evil became one. Spider and raven and 
carval-cat and rhyacorn and Vader and 
Emperor merged into one enemy that 
stood over a suddenly alone Luke; a 
blood-red lightsabre descended to 
Slice through Luke's upthrown hand and 
unresisting body beyond. Luke, losing 
consciousness, saw Vader topple and 
knew that he, like the Emperor, was 
dead. 


* * 


The valley of Kalisar bore the 
scars of war. Only two minutes had 
passed since Dark Lord and Heir had 
met, yet the destruction that had 
resulted would take years to restore-- 
and some things there were that would 
never be the same. 


The Bright Lord pushed himself up 
from the ground and looked around. 
Leia stirred feebly to his right, her 
deep red gown one of the few splatches 
of color. R'kharikhan stumbled over 
to her and lifted her in his arms. 

"Leia? Leia, are you all right?" 

Wine-dark eyes opened to stare at 
him, blindly at first, then more in- 
tensely as intelligence flooded back. 
She essayed a slight smile. "You 
don't believe in breaking people in 
Slowly, do you?" 


He sank back on his heels, thank- 
ful that she maintained her sense of 
humor in the face of all that had gone 
before. "Why bother?" he said. "Go 
right for the top, I always say." 


"So I noticed." 
around. "Is Luke--" 


She stared 


He shook his head. "I don't 
know, I just came to myself." 


“We should check him out," she 
said, struggling out of his arms. 


Luke lay on his back a few meters 
from the Bright Lord's Stone. His 
eyes were open, and a gentle smile was 
on his lips. The stillness of the 
body alarmed R'kharikhan, and he bent 
over his friend. "There's no trace of 
life." 


Leia sank down beside him. "He 
can't be dead. He saved all of us. 
If he hadn't forged that weapon and 
gone after the Emperor--" 





R'kharikhan nodded. "I know." 
He drew a deep breath. "I didn't 
realize just how strong Vader and the 
Emperor were.” He glanced around the 
small valley. The Tree of Life had 
been split during the Force-battle, 
and the new growth that had signaled 
the return of spring had been 
trampled. The Chosen of the Jedi, 
their task completed, had returned to 
the Force. Only Obi-Wan and Yoda 
remained. Melisande had also returned 
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to the Force, and a silver flower in 
the center of the Bright Lady's Stone 
was all that showed where she had 
been. Chewbacca and Lando, seemingly 
none the worse for the Force-duel that 
had been fought around them, joined 
them. 


Tenderly, R'kharikhan smoothed a 
strand of hair back from Luke's fore- 
head. He looked up at his friends and 
peers. "I don't know if I can recall 
him. Jurisdiction over death is his 
affair. He may resent my taking on 
his right." 

Leia leaned forward. "Death is 
part of my duty, too. We must call 
him back. Han, we need him, you saw 
that in the melding. He gives 
strength and stability to our Unity." 
She frowned and looked over at the 
Bright Lady's Stone. “And we will 
have to locate the Bright Lady who 
joined us in our final battle. She 
completed our Square as Melisande 
could not. Without her, and Luke--" 





R'kharikhan looked to Yoda. 
Jedi Master shook his head. 
you I cannot. 
skills." 


The 
"Advise 
Beyond me are your 


“Han, we have to bring Luke 
back." 


The Bright Lord nodded. He knelt 
at one side of the fallen Dark Lord 
and directed Leia to kneel on the 
other side. They clasped hands and 
closed their eyes. R'kharikhan felt 
Leia's strength flow into him, and 
together they soared from level to 
level until they were as one with the 
Force, standing in the cool, pristine 
shelter of a marble temple. An altar 
had been set with the fruits and the 
vines of the earth for sacrifice, and 
thousands of candles lit the room with 
a flickering glow. 


From his strength and Leia's, 
R'kharikhan wove a golden gyrfalcon. 
The bird arrowed away from them, 
swooped down to pluck a taper from the 
wall, then flew off. 


The bird approached the border- 
land between life and death, and was 
rebuffed. Twice more the bird flew 
toward the psychic borderland, and on 
the third attempt it crossed the 
border and was enfolded by the Light. 
The glory, the peace, the splendor was 
so great that the gyrfalcon was almost 
turned from its task, but it sought 
out Luke. 


The gyr soared over the never- 
world of the dead, but could find no 
trace of the Dark Lord. At last, 
fearing that they would never return 
if they did not go now, R'kharikhan 
recalled the golden bird. 


He and Leia regarded one another 
with horror-filled eyes. "Where--" 


He shook his head. "I don't 
know, Leia." Han closed his friend's 
eyes, and Leia dropped a kiss on his 
cheek. Then Bright Lord and Dark Lady 
rose to their feet. 


“Was it worth it?" Leia asked, 
looking down at Luke's still body. 
“Was it truly worth it?" 


"All is not lost," Yoda said. 
"Find him in the land of the dead you 
could not, so elsewhere is he." 


“After all, Han," Obi-Wan added, 
"you don't hold a patent on finding 
hiding places in the Force." 


"I have no idea what really went 
on here," Lando said, "all I got were 
images of broken bridges over yawning 
gulfs, and fire-breathing dragons, but 
it sure seemed Luke was doing most 
of--whatever was happening. Maybe he 
figured he needed a vacation from you, 
Your Brightness. The Force knows I 
could." 


R'kharikhan, noting Lando's ac- 
ceptance of the Force, smiled. "I 
wish we knew for sure," he said. "We 
could wait forever, if we knew." He 
turned to Leia. "We'll take the body 
back to the Core, to the best medical 
facilities around. If--when he 


198 


_ spoke simultaneously. 


returns, he'll find himself easily." 


She agreed reluctantly, then 
added, "Meanwhile, I think we should 
alert the Alliance that the war's been 
won." 


Chewbacca growled his approval 
and Obi-Wan pulled thoughtfully on his 
beard. "I think someone had better 
tell the Imperials, before a new pre- 
tender is on the throne." 


EPILOGUE 


Nine days it took to set the 
galaxy in order: to wind down a war, 
to reestablish the Republic, to an- 
nounce the restoration of the Sith and 
the Jedi. And in those nine days it 
was remarked frequently that the 
Bright Lord's glory seemed dim, and 
that the Dark Lady held a hidden sor- 
row in her eyes. 


Lando, once more owner of the 
Falcon, returned to Bespin; Chewbacca 
returned in honor to his clan; the 
droids settled in at the presidential 
palace; Obi-Wan and Yoda laid the 
groundwork to rebuild the Jedi schools 
and enclaves and interview possible 
candidates. Only Han and Leia were 
restless, unsettled, unfinished. The 
disappearance of Luke's body on the 
seventh day did nothing to reassure 
them. 


Then, on the ninth day, light- 
sabre flashing at his side, a black- 
Clad young man entered the palace and 
asked to speak to the Dark Lady and 
the Bright Lord. Only the lightsabre 
gained him entrance. He was ragged, 
dusty, unshaven, and his face was not 
Familiar to the guard on duty. 


But the lightsabre ensured that a 
message was sent to R'kharikhan and to 
Leia. They entered the main audience 
room from opposite directions, and 


It was impossible to determine 


"Yes? May we--?" 
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who recognized their visitor first. 
Both broke off, stared, then shouted, 
"Luke!" and ran to gather the Dark 
Lord into their arms. R'kharikhan 
finally thrust Luke back and glared at 
him. 


"Where have you been? 
know how worried we were?" 


Do you 


Luke smiled gently at him, then 
reached out his right hand to caress 
Leia's cheek. He shook his head. "I 
don't know where I was, Han, or even 
everything that I was doing. But--but 
I learned so very much. .." He 
gathered his friends into a warm hold, 
and for a moment there was content- 
ment. Then, grinning widely, Luke 
pushed away. "I'd have been here two 
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days ago," he admitted, “except that I 
had a quest of my own to follow." 


Leia and R'kharikhan exchanged 
puzzled glances. "Quest?" Leia asked. 


Luke's grin grew wider. With a 
theatrical gesture that would have 
done honor to Vader, he waved toward 
the door. A tall, slender young girl 
stood in the doorway. 


"My Lord, my Lady, may I present 


Kiara Shirakora, our Bright Lady of 
the Sith." 


* * 


The circle was complete. 
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